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According to Roberts, Ward and Wamsley (2012), the challenge of U.S. disaster 
management has more to do with “citizen exasperation” than operational capability 
(p.253).  Citizens are exasperated, they argue, because of ever-expanding expectations of 
government responsibilities.  The way the disaster management system works and the 
way individuals think it should work are separated by a gulf of unfulfilled expectations 
(Roberts, Ward & Wamsley, 2012).  In opinion poll after opinion poll, individuals 
express their frustration with politicians, bureaucrats, and government recovery efforts 
(Roberts, 2015; Clement, Zezima & Guskin, 2018; Weber, 2017; Roberts, Ward & 
Wamsley, 2012).  These frustrations spark a chain reaction of increased media coverage, 
obstructive political maneuvering, and inappropriate policy changes (Roberts, Ward & 
Wamsley, 2012; Sapat et al., 2011).  Expectations of government disaster assistance are 
complex and nuanced, especially for those with little hazard experience (Schneider, 2011; 
Landry et al., 2020; Chamlee-Wright & Storr, 2010; Rivera, 2019).    What these 
individuals believe the government should do during a disaster event is often different 
than what they experience, a phenomenon Schneider (1992) calls the expectation gap.   
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This dissertation explores this gap by asking individuals about their expectations of 
government disaster assistance.  While other studies have investigated expectations using 
case studies or surveys after the disaster occurred, the purpose of this research is to deeply 
explore what a person expects before a disaster strikes.  What individuals expect and why 
they hold these expectations are central to this exploratory, qualitative study.  Using a 
phenomenological approach, 24 participants who are unfamiliar with government disaster 
assistance were interviewed using fictional vignettes of disaster scenarios.  This study found 
participants’ expectations of government disaster assistance are based on direct and vicarious 
experiences, as well as their beliefs about roles and responsibilities.  These expectations are 
influenced by the nature of the disaster event, the participants’ level of trust in the 
government’s intent and capacity, and their general beliefs about personal responsibility and 
the role of government. This study’s findings contribute to the field’s knowledge base by 
exploring the deeper, fundamental reasons why individuals expect certain actions and 
assistance from the government during a disaster event.  In this introductory chapter, I 
provide background, the problem, the research questions, the study’s rationale, and its 
significance.   
Background 
Are expectations out of sync with actuality? 
Individuals make choices about risk based on their expectations of government 
assistance (Wachinger et al., 2013; Terpstra, 2011; Cameron & Shah, 2015; Eisenman et al., 
2012; Lindell & Hwang, 2008), but those expectations may not align with what is feasible, 
possible, or appropriate for the government to do (Schneider, 2011).  Schneider (2018; 2011) 
has explored this phenomenon since the 1990s and argues U.S. disaster policies and practices 
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are often out of sync with individuals’ expectations.  In many cases, individuals expect the 
government to provide disaster assistance more efficiently, generously, and expansively than 
what the law allows (Schneider, 2018; Blanchard-Boehm, Berry & Showalter, 2000; 
Kunreuther & White, 1994).  In large-scale, catastrophic incidents, expectations increase 
while the government’s capacity to perform decreases (Schneider, 2011).  Media attention 
can amplify these expectations and convey an availability of assistance that is not necessarily 
accurate (Kousky & Shabman, 2012).     
Disaster assistance for households by any level of government is often narrowly 
defined by statute and only available to a subset of the affected population (Blanchard-
Boehm, Berry & Showalter, 2000; Kousky & Shabman, 2012).  In many cases, relief efforts 
by local governments are quickly exhausted by the scope of the damage (Smith, 2012).  State 
and federal governments may offer assistance programs but beyond immediate emergency 
and sheltering relief, these resources are bureaucratic in nature with eligibility requirements, 
application processes, and minimal funds (Schneider, 1992; Kamel & Loukaitou-Sideris, 
2004; Sylves, 2014; Smith, 2012).  The majority of these programs are only available when 
the President provides a major disaster declaration for a community, which only applies to 
certain situations (Blanchard-Boehm, Berry & Showalter, 2000).   
Government disaster assistance in the U.S. is based on a limited-intervention model 
of recovery (Phillips, 2009; Comerio, 1998) to augment household recovery, but not fund it 
entirely (Phillips, 2009, p. 197).  While the maximum amount a household may receive from 
the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) is $35,5001, the average amount is 
                                                          
1 The maximum amount of eligible assistance for disaster affected households is adjusted each year, based on 
the Consumer Price Index.  In October, 2019, FEMA announced the maximum amount of Individual Assistance 
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between $4,000-$7,000 (Calder, 2016; Reese, 2016).  Most households are referred to the 
Small Business Administration (SBA) for long-term loans, which are often unwanted 
(Brown, 2018).  Assistance from the Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) 
and state-run programs can have extensive wait times and limited options (Spader & 
Turnham, 2014).  These realities can be surprising for disaster survivors, who may be dealing 
with personal losses that far exceed the assistance for which they qualify (Spader & 
Turnham, 2014; Kousky & Shabman, 2012; Schneider, 1992).  Kousky & Shabman (2012) 
suggest this surprise is exacerbated by media reports of millions or billions of allocated 
disaster dollars for a community or state (much of which is meant for infrastructure repair) 
and can make the “small” amount of individual assistance feel inadequate.    
This misalignment of expectations can lead to feelings of betrayal from disaster 
survivors (Horlick-Jones, 1995; Schneider, 1992; Schneider, 2018; Lachlan & Spence, 2007; 
Jasper, 1998).  Several researchers have examined outrage after major disasters, often from 
the perspective of public policy and political change (Malhotra & Kou, 2008; Schneider, 
2008; Maestas et al., 2008).  These feelings emanate from unmet expectations and can result 
in operational failures, poor policy decisions, and decreased trust in government (Veil & 
Anthony, 2017; Ewart & McLean, 2014; Nigg, Barnshaw & Torres, 2006; Kartez & Lindell, 
1987; Miller, 2016).  Government entities encounter problems with operational decision-
making and intergovernmental coordination when mired in the “blame game” (Veil & 
Anthony, 2017; Ewart & McLean, 2014).  Hasty policies can be pushed through to solve 
immediate, “public-facing” problems with long-lasting, detrimental consequences (Ingram et 
                                                          
to households increased to $35,5000 housing assistance and $35,500 for other needs assistance.  This was a 
significant change to previous policy, which allowed roughly $35,000 maximum for both housing assistance 
and other needs assistance (FEMA, 2019).   
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al., 2006; Nigg, Barnshaw & Torres, 2006; Kartez & Lindell, 1987).  For example, Sapat et 
al. (2011) found post-Katrina FEMA policy changes to its housing program were meant to 
address “lessons learned” but only exacerbated housing shortages after Hurricanes Gustav 
and Ike.  These were directly tied to “the gap in expectations and understanding between 
survivors, state and local government officials on one side, and FEMA officials on the other, 
[which] began to grow wider, rendering the disaster response and recovery process even 
more difficult” (Sapat et al., 2011, p. 43).  Schneider (2011) argues the expectation gap 
influences decision-making and plays a role in a myriad of short-term and long-term plans 
made by individuals and officials during and after the disaster.         
Are expectations rising? 
For decades, practitioners, researchers, and policymakers have said expectations of 
government disaster assistance are rising.  In his book, The Culture of Calamity, Rozario 
(2007) describes a U.S. Army Corps of Engineers Lt. General in 1955 trying to stem 
residents’ expectations by repeatedly saying government flood assistance was only 
supplementary, not a cure-all (p. 158).  After the Midwest floods of 1993, Hickox (1994) 
argued expectations of disaster assistance were too “widespread” and growing, alarmed that 
“[survivors] not only expect, but demand, federal assistance” (p. 27).  In 1995, Quarantelli 
mentioned the issue of rising expectations when discussing challenges of housing and 
sheltering, suggesting cultural change as the culprit:   
(3) Changes in social expectations about disaster help and relief. Since the late 1960s 
and early 1970s certain values have become more mainstream in American society 
than they once were. Many of these are associated with notions of participatory 
democracy and categorical entitlement to certain rights. These more general 
expectations have spilled over and will increasingly be manifested in the specific 
problems of disaster sheltering and housing. Much of the disaster assistance which 
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was once accepted gratefully if offered is now seen as a mandated right. (p. 47).   
 
Quarantelli’s observations dovetail with Moss (1999), who suggests rising 
expectations are tied to the increasing role of the government as a risk manager. Through 
programs like the National Flood Insurance Program (NFIP), agriculture subsidies, 
workman’s compensation, unemployment insurance, and even environmental regulations (p. 
323), the federal government has transferred risk from the individual to the public sphere.  
This risk transfer, according to Moss (1999) and Michel-Kerjan and Volkman-Wise (2011), 
has increased the expectations of government assistance for all types of hazards.  Individuals 
now make decisions based on the expectation that the government will assume part or all of 
the risk through subsidies or liability coverage (Moss, 1999; Platt, 1999; Michel-Kerjan & 
Volkman-Wise, 2011). With a government “safety net” of subsidized risk, people may be 
less likely to buy insurance or take preparedness actions (Michel-Kerjan & Volkman-Wise, 
2011; Platt, 1999; Sylves, 2014).  Communities may be less inclined to prioritize mitigation 
projects, since they believe the federal government will fund them in the future (Sylves, 
2008; Moss, 1999, Michel-Kerjan & Volkman-Wise, 2011, Burby, 2006).  
The overarching consequence of this trend is twofold: 1.) individuals may take on 
risks (either knowingly or unknowingly) because they expect the government to cover losses 
and, 2.) the government is trapped in a cycle of providing more and more assistance as the 
risks grow larger.  Numerous researchers suggest disaster assistance provides a tempting 
political advantage (Michel-Kerjan & Volkman-Wise, 2011; Platt, 1999; May, 1985; Moss, 
1999; Sylves, 2014) and each federal action sets a statutory precedent for what assistance can 
be expected during future events (Michel-Kerjan & Volkman-Wise, 2011; Platt, 1999).  After 
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every disaster, there is a “ratcheting up” effect where expectations – based on the assistance 
provided for the last disaster – becomes the new baseline of expectation for the next disaster 
(Michel-Kerjan & Volkman-Wise, 2011).  As federal disaster assistance dramatically 
increased over the last five decades, so too have the expectations of congressional members, 
governors, community leaders, and individuals (Michel-Kerjan & Volkman-Wise, 2011; 
Platt, 1999; May, 1985; Moss, 1999; Sylves, 2014).  This situation, according to Michel-
Kerjan & Volkman-Wise (2011), is creating an unsustainable financial and political burden 
for the U.S. disaster management system.     
Expectations influence personal decision making and behavior 
When disaster survivors respond to public safety messages or seek government 
assistance, they engage in a complex cognitive and social process to predict the future and 
take action (Lindell & Perry, 2012; Chamlee-Wright & Storr, 2010; Nerlich & Halliday, 
2007).  These activities are grounded in expectations of what the government will do and 
should do to help them.  Expectations – whether met or unmet – of the government can 
influence personal and household-level decision-making during every phase of the disaster 
cycle (Wachinger et al., 2013; Terpstra, 2011; Cameron & Shah, 2015; Eisenman et al., 
2012; Lindell & Hwang, 2008).   
During the response phase, decisions about protective actions are influenced by the 
perception of what the government may or may not do during the event (Miller, 2016; 
Lindell & Perry, 2012; Eiser et al., 2012).  For example, households may choose to evacuate 
or stay in place depending on their expectations, based on their trust in the government’s 
public safety messaging (Lindell, Prater & Perry, 2007).  The risk literature is filled with 
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examples of how individuals’ trust in government impact their perception of risk and 
decision-making (Tierney, 2006; Tierney, 2014; Lindell, Prater & Perry, 2007; Miller, 2016).  
For example, in the days leading up to Hurricane Katrina, families made judgements based 
on their expectations of what the government would do if the storm was going to be 
catastrophic.  Survivors said they did not accurately perceive the severity of the storm since 
the government did not send evacuation buses to their neighborhood; the expectation of what 
the government would do influenced both their risk perception and their decision not to 
evacuate (Tierney, 2006).  Likewise, during the recovery phase, individuals and businesses 
may make financial decisions (i.e. take on debt) based on their expectations of what 
resources the government may provide (Furlong & Scheberle, 1998).  Displaced individuals 
and families make choices about returning to their damaged homes based on their 
expectation of how much government assistance will be available (Chamlee-Wright & Storr, 
2010; Bradley & Fogue, 2008).   
As far as mitigation, individuals and communities make judgements about long-term 
risk based on expectations of government assistance (Moss, 1999; Platt, 1999; Michel-Kerjan 
and Volkman-Wise, 2011).  Studies have shown the belief in the availability of government 
assistance influences the decision to buy hazard insurance and as well as the individuals’ 
decision to protect their home and property (Landry et al., 2020; Blanchard-Boehm, Berry & 
Showalter, 2000, p. 203; Michel-Kerjan and Volkman-Wise, 2011; Kunreuther & White, 
1994; Lewis & Nickerson, 1989). Similarly, community mitigation projects, like flood walls 
and levees, are deeply rooted in individual expectations of local, state, and government actors 
to fulfill promises – explicit and implied – about long-term safety and security (Han, Hu & 
Nigg, 2011; Paton, 2008; Mittler, 1997; Kunreuther & White, 1994).  During the 
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preparedness phase, scholars note the expectation of government assistance influences the 
level of household preparedness (Basolo et al., 2009; Paton, 2003; Guion, Scammon, & 
Borders, 2008).  A family may or may not choose to keep a go-kit or plan for emergencies if 
they believe the government will perform certain tasks, like restore power in a short amount 
of time or rescue them if needed (Basolo et al., 2009; McNeill et al., 2013; Paton, 2003; 
Guion, Scammon, & Borders, 2008).   
The Problem 
Research suggests individuals’ expectation of the government can have profound 
impacts on the risk-based decisions made during every phase in the disaster cycle (Landry et 
al., 2020; Wachinger et al., 2013; Terpstra, 2011; Cameron & Shah, 2015; Eisenman et al., 
2012; Lindell & Hwang, 2008).  In some cases, especially during the response phase, these 
decisions can be detrimental to the immediate safety of the individual and their household 
(Miller, 2016).  Under-preparing based on expectations of government relief can be harmful 
to the individual, increasing the risk of disaster damage, disruption, and financial loss 
(Landry et al., 2020; Blanchard-Boehm, Berry & Showalter, 2000).   
Yet, there is a lack of research about what expectations individuals hold of 
government disaster assistance and, more importantly, why they hold them.  The scholars 
who have investigated this topic most, Schneider (1998, 2011, 2018) and Michel-Kerjan & 
Volkman-Wise (2011), approach the problem from a public policy perspective.  Their 
posture is government-centric and based on case studies, which lack the individual 
perspective.  Certain qualitative researchers have explored expectations of government 
during disasters, but only after the disaster occurred.  While this is valuable, these studies are 
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retrospective in nature and do not capture pre-disaster beliefs. Individuals who have applied 
for government disaster assistance are influenced by the experience itself; their memories of 
what they believed prior to the disaster are clouded by their present predicament.  When we 
ask disaster survivors if their expectations of government were met, their answer is an 
indicator of satisfaction rather than a measure of expectation fulfillment.  If we want to 
understand individuals’ expectations of what the government will do during a disaster, then 
we need to ask individuals about their beliefs before the disaster occurs.  Additionally, if 
expectations of government disaster assistance are on truly on the rise and out of sync with 
actuality, it is imperative we attain a better understanding of what those expectations are and 
why individuals hold them.   
The Research Questions 
 This study used the following research questions: 
Central Question: What expectations do individuals who have never received 
government disaster assistance hold of government disaster assistance? 
Sub-Research Question 1: How do individuals form these expectations?  Or, 
on what basis do they derive their expectations?   
Sub-Research Question 2: How do individuals’ expectations compare to 
what government actually provides disaster survivors? 
Definition of Key Terms 
 This study will use the following definitional parameters to explore expectations of 
government disaster assistance. The limited intervention model is the disaster assistance 
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model currently in use in the U.S., where private insurance is the primary form of risk 
management.  The government provides limited disaster assistance through infrastructure 
repair and funding public services, with small amounts of financial assistance directly to 
households (Comerio, 1998).  Expectations are specific beliefs held about the future (Janzen 
et al., 2006).  For this study, expectations were oriented toward government disaster 
assistance, not expectations of a particular hazard or resulting damages (Chamlee-Wright & 
Storr, 2010; McNeill et al., 2013).  Beliefs and attitudes are both explored in this study as 
central to expectations using social psychologists Krech and Crutchfield (1948) definitions of 
“a belief [as] an enduring organization of perceptions and cognitions about some aspect of 
the individual’s world…and attitude is…an enduring organization of motivational, 
emotional, perceptual, and cognitive processes with respect to some aspect of the individual’s 
world” (p. 150; Fishbein, & Raven, 1962, p. 40).  The government refers to any level of 
government – local, state and federal – and any public sector organization or agency.  
Disaster is conceptualized as the intersection between hazards, vulnerability, and social 
systems (Blaikie et al., 2014; Tierney, 2014). Most disaster studies position themselves 
within a phase of the disaster cycle (Neal, 1997).  While preparedness, response, and 
mitigation all make an appearance in this study, the focus was primarily on future-thinking 
about the recovery phase.  Disaster assistance is conceptualized as any type of disaster relief 
offered or requested (Phillips, 2009).  The assistance could be in the form of services (i.e. 
sheltering, debris removal, infrastructure repair), supplies (i.e. food, toiletries, blankets), or 
financial relief (i.e. cash, loans, reimbursements).  The focus of this study is disaster 
assistance provided directly to individuals or households.   
The Rationale and Significance of this Study 
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 While much of the public policy research on the topic of expectations of government 
disaster assistance rely on broad generalities (Schneider, 1998; Michel-Kerjan & Volkman-
Wise, 2011), this study took an idiographic approach to focus on the uniqueness of the 
individual.  I wanted to hear directly from individuals who had little-to-no disaster 
experience about how they conceptualized government disaster assistance.  Further, I wanted 
to know why they held these expectations; what were the beliefs and experiences, if any, that 
prompted them to say they expected the government to offer assistance?  This line of inquiry 
naturally led to a qualitative research design using a phenomenological approach. 
Phenomenology was especially suited for this project since its focus on the individual’s 
lifeworld allowed for an exploration of deeply held beliefs about themselves and the role of 
government (Smith, 2011).  Additionally, since my participants were unfamiliar with 
government disaster assistance, I used vignettes to help them consider what they would 
expect.  In result, the data was a rich collection of thoughts, ideas, opinions, beliefs, and 
experiences.  These were analyzed using Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) 
which revealed several underlying dimensions of expectations like perceived responsibility, 
fairness, and trust in government.  Because I used a phenomenological approach combined 
with vignettes, I was able to gain insight into both what individuals expect of government 
disaster assistance, as well as why.  
 The significance of this study is rooted in its deeper level of analysis, which provides 
context and depth to our overall understanding of household-level behavior before, during, 
and after disasters.  Understanding why individuals hold certain beliefs is key to unraveling 
how they behave in risk-based environments and can better inform policy decisions to meet 
safety and social needs.  Additionally, understanding individuals’ expectations can help 
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policy makers and practitioners address issues in delivering disaster assistance.  Previous 
research suggests individuals’ make preparedness, response, recovery and mitigation 
decisions based on the expected actions of government (Chamlee-Wright & Storr, 2010; 
Wachinger et al., 2013; Terpstra, 2011; Cameron & Shah, 2015; Eisenman et al., 2012; 
Lindell & Hwang, 2008), so it is essential survivors these expectations are aligned to 
actuality.  This study improves our understanding of what those expectations are and why 
individuals hold them.  In turn, the results are a contribution to the overarching scholarly and 
practitioner conversation about the interplay of individual and government responsibilities in 
reducing disaster losses and suffering.   
Summary of Remaining Chapters 
 In the next chapter, I review the literature to situate my topic within the context of 
previous research.  This is especially important as expectations of government disaster 
assistance are complex and multi-dimensional, drawing on a variety of fields and areas of 
study.  In the following chapter (chapter three), I provide an overview of the current policies 
governing the delivery of U.S. disaster assistance.  Since part of this dissertation is meant to 
identify whether individuals’ expectations are out of sync with actuality, it is essential to 
know how the system was devised and is currently administered.  In chapter four, I introduce 
my methodological approach and rationale for exploring the research questions using 
phenomenology.  I explain in detail my data collection and analysis procedures in order to 
increase confidence in the findings I produce in chapter five.  The findings are categorized 
around themes and, in chapter six, I discuss those key themes in relation to the research 
questions.  I also give suggestions for both the practitioner and academic communities for 











THE LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
The word “expectations” is sprinkled throughout the disaster literature, from the 
earliest days of research.  Barton (1969) said collective stress can be defined “in terms of 
expected conditions of life…it can arise not only from a worsening of conditions but from 
a sudden rise of expectations that the system fails to meet” [emphasis added] (p. 38). 
Quarantelli (1984, 1986) likewise referenced expectations in his work on organizations 
and communities, but only to say the common expectations of disaster survivor behavior 
are different from reality. Expectations are casually mentioned in discussions about 
collective behavior (Quarantelli, 1982), sensemaking (Boin & ‘t Hart, 2007), planning 
(Norris et al., 2008), the definition of disasters (Perry, 2007), bureaucratic problems 
(Prince, 1920), and political considerations (Prater & Lindell, 2000); however, few 
researchers have delved into the what and why of individuals’ expectations of 
government disaster assistance.   
The purpose of this literature review is to provide context to the concept of 
expectations and lay the groundwork for the exploration of government disaster 
assistance.  The first section is an overview of expectancy and offers relevant models 
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found in the research.  The second and third sections explore beliefs and experiences, 
respectively, due to their prominence in expectation development.  The fourth and final 
section reviews the disaster recovery literature, as this project is oriented toward future 
thinking about post-disaster activities.  The literature review concludes with a description 
of what is missing from our body of knowledge and how this project will contribute to 
the research community’s understanding of expectations of government disaster 
assistance.     
What is Expectancy? 
In considering the definition of expectations, the social psychology field 
differentiates between expectancy and expectation.  Expectancy is used to “identify the 
general concept” (Janzen et al., 2006, p.40) and can be defined broadly as, “beliefs about 
a future state of affairs” (Olson, Roese & Zanna, 1996, p. 211).  Expectations are the 
specific beliefs we hold about the future (Janzen et al., 2006).  Expectancy is an essential 
part of cognitive health and plays a role in psychological and physical well-being (Janzen 
et al., 2006).  Individuals use expectations to guide behaviors as they move through time, 
constantly predicting the future and choosing actions based on what they believe will 
occur.  Expectations are a part of learning; individuals use previous experiences as a 
cognitive link to what could occur if a particular action is taken (Olson, Roese, and 
Zanna, 1996, p. 212; Roese and Sherman, 2007).  Expectancy is a constant and often 
unnoticed part of the human experience (Janzen et al., 2006), since human intelligence 
has evolved to unconsciously motivate behavior toward good things and avoid bad things 
(Olson, Roese, and Zanna, 1996, p. 212; Roese and Sherman, 2007).  Expectations help 
individuals recognize and categorize the world around them, which in turn produces 
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understanding and shapes their worldview (Janzen et al., 2006).  Dennett (1991) says, 
“all brains are, in essence, anticipation machines” (p. 177), and through the process of 
anticipating the future, individuals craft expectations to guide behavior (Janzen et al., 
2006).   
There are two types of expectancies: probabilistic and normative (Olson, Roese, 
and Zanna, 1996, p. 212).  Probabilistic expectancies refer to the process of making 
judgements about the probability something will occur in the future.  Normative 
expectancies are what individuals believe should occur in the future, which can be – and 
often is – different than what they believe will probably occur.  Both types of 
expectations can be “experienced consciously or unconsciously and can be highly 
specific or extremely broad” (Janzen et al., 2006, p. 39).    
Models of Expectancy 
The social psychology literature divides expectancy into two cognitive processes 
(Janzen et al., 2006).  The first process is expectancy development, or how an individual 
forms an expectation.  The second and subsequent process describes what an individual 
does when their expectation is confirmed or disconfirmed.   
Janzen et al. (2006) created a model for the expectancy formulation process, 
which consists of several stages of cognitive processing to generate an expectation (p. 
40).  As seen in Figure 1, once a precipitating phenomenon occurs, individuals use their 
prior understanding to begin forming expectations, pulling from their experiences, 
beliefs, and knowledge.  These elements are then fed into an iterative cycle of the 
individuals’ sense of “…probability, temporality, and causality” of the phenomenon (p. 
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40).  This includes contemplating how likely it is a phenomenon will occur, when it will 
occur, and who or what is responsible for its occurrence.  From there, individuals 
consider their self-efficacy by conducting a “subjective assessment of [their] ability to 
perform necessary behaviors in order to achieve future states” (Janzen et al., 2006, p. 42).  
This is combined with judgements about perceived expected subjective utility, or the 
value of the anticipated outcome.  Individuals weigh the pros and cons of different 
expectations based on their perceived ability to accomplish certain outcomes.  This is 
then considered against the individuals’ goals to ultimately form an expectation.  Janzen 
et al.’s (2006) process is iterative and begins again based on outcomes of behavior and 










Janzen et al.’s (2006) conceptual model was designed based on their work with 
Alzheimer’s patients.  It has been used by other health care researchers to explore 
individuals’ expectations of recovering from surgery (Park et al., 2014), pain relief after 
giving birth (Lally et al., 2014), and chronic pain (Hamnes et al., 2011).  Janzen et al.’s 
(2006) model (Figure 1) is useful as it provides discrete categories to breakdown a 
complex and iterative cognitive process. 
While Janzen et al. (2006) explained how expectations are formed, Olson, Roese 
and Zanna (1996) provided a cognitive model once an expectation is confirmed or 
disconfirmed (Figure 2).  Olson, Roese and Zanna (1996) begin their process model with 
individuals’ experience and beliefs to create “confident, accessible, explicit and salient 
expectations” (p. 231).  Importantly, they also include “other people” as a dimension of 
expectation formation (an element inferred by Janzen et al. (2006) but not explicitly 
stated).  Once an expectation is met with relevant information, an individual decides if 
their expectation is either confirmed or disconfirmed.  From there, an individual goes 
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through a series of stages to either revise their beliefs and attitudes, or to keep them the 
same based on their level of satisfaction (Olson, Roese, & Zanna, 1996).   
Figure 2:  Olson, Roese and Zanna’s (1996) model of expectancy processes 
 
 
Starting in the 1960s, the marketing and psychology literature began to explore 
how individuals decide if they are satisfied with a service or product (Cardozo, 1965; 
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Anderson, 1973; Yi, 1990).  Oliver (1980) developed the Expectancy-Disconfirmation 
Theory to suggest customers weigh the service they expected and the service they 
experienced to arrive at a certain level of satisfaction.  The Expectancy-Disconfirmation 
Theory was eventually expanded and applied to the public sector to explain citizens’ 
satisfaction with government services.  Most of the studies explored expectations of local 
government services (Van Ryzin, 2004, Van Ryzin, 2005; Roch & Poister, 2016; Nigro 
& Cisaro, 2014; James, 2009), with a few studies about expectations of the federal 
government (Morgeson, 2012; Filtenborg et al., 2017).  These studies examined public 
services, like trash collection and public schools, to gauge residents’ expectations and 
subsequent satisfaction. 
Although this research project is focused on expectation formation rather than its 
subsequent confirmation or disconfirmation, the studies that link expectations to 
satisfaction are important in two ways.  First, expectancy is an ongoing, complex, and 
iterative cognitive process that uses satisfaction as a part of its knowledge bank.  When 
individuals are presented with a new or unfamiliar phenomenon (like a hazard or 
disaster), they retrieve their level of satisfaction from previous experiences and 
knowledge to create new expectations (Olson, Roese & Zanna, 1996).  Second, much of 
the disaster literature about expectations of government services uses satisfaction as a 
variable or dimension (Schneider, 1997; Jong & Dückers, 2018; Horsley, Liu & 
Levenshus, 2010; Howard et al., 2017; Chamlee-Wright & Storr, 2010), which adds to 
our knowledge of what expectations individuals hold and provide clues about why they 




Beliefs and Expectations 
Janzen et al. (2006), Olson, Roese and Zanna (1996), and Roese and Sherman 
(2007) agree expectations are formed through a combination of beliefs and personal 
experiences, as well as other people’s beliefs and experiences.  This section will first 
generally discuss expectancy beliefs and then more specifically how beliefs about 
government relate to individuals’ expectations during a disaster.   
Beliefs and knowledge are often paired together in the expectancy literature 
(Olson, Roese and Zanna, 1996; Roese and Sherman, 2014).  Knowledge shapes our 
beliefs about past experiences and predictions for the future.  Olson, Roese and Zanna 
(1996) categorize expectancy knowledge in three ways.  Episodic knowledge is event-
specific and usually relates to the individual’s anticipation of a particular setting.  
Semantic knowledge is abstract and relates to “what may typically happen to particular 
objects or persons” (Olson, Roese & Zanna, 1996, p. 213).  Procedural knowledge is 
awareness of rules and regulations in either a specific or general context.  These three 
types of knowledge interact with each other to create and/or affirm a person’s beliefs 
about the past and the future.  Together, they drive the formation of an expectation and 
motivate behavior once the expectation is confirmed or disconfirmed (Olson, Roese and 
Zanna, 1996; Roese and Sherman, 2014).    
A good example of this process is Charney et al.’s (2016) study of hospital 
operations during a disaster.  They found individuals from the surrounding community 
expected hospitals to provide certain services to disaster survivors.  Participants conveyed 
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specific beliefs about non-medical hospital services (like providing water, food and 
clothing) based on abstract beliefs about the hospital’s mission (providing assistance to 
those in need) (p. 392, 394).  The participants in Charney et al.’s (2016) study used 
semantic knowledge to make judgements about the probability that a hospital would 
provide non-medical assistance during a disaster.  Since – abstractly – hospitals help 
people and during disasters people need help, the probability that a hospital would 
provide help is deemed high, which is an example of a probabilistic expectancy.   
Charney et al.’s (2016) participants then go a step further and state that a hospital 
not only will but should provide non-medical assistance during disasters because a 
hospital’s mission is to help people.  This is an example of a normative expectancy, 
where the belief of what should be is derived from one’s interpretation of the institution 
itself.  Charney et al.’s (2016) participants believed that a hospital is defined by its 
commitment to helping people and harbor expectations that this commitment translates 
into providing all kinds of assistance, even beyond what it will actually provide.  
Likewise, individuals craft probabilistic and normative expectations about government 
assistance during disasters based on their beliefs of what the government will do and 
should do (Chamlee-Wright & Storr, 2010; Murphy, Greer & Wu, 2018).   
Beliefs about the Future 
Beliefs about the future are prevalent in disaster scholarship, especially in the risk 
and preparedness literature.  Historically, the preparedness research has been oriented 
toward the temporal aspect of risk perception, specifically how risk beliefs translate into 
intentions, which translate into decision-making and behavior (McNeill et al., 2013; 
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Lindell & Whitney, 2000; Mulilis & Duval, 1997).  Expectations are a component of a 
number of decision-making theories and models (McNeill et al., 2013, p. 1830).  The 
Protective Motivation Theory (Floyd, Prentice-Dunn & Rogers, 2000; Mulilis & Duval, 
1997), the Expectancy-Valance Model (Busemeyer & Stout, 2002), the Person Relative 
to Event Model (Lindell & Whitney, 2000), the Theory of Decision-Making (Edwards, 
1954), the Theory of Planned Behavior (Ajzen, 1991), and the Transtheoretical Model 
(Martin, Bender & Raish, 2007) all include expectancy as a dimension of decision-
making and are used by disaster scholars.  These theories have been especially useful for 
hazard adjustment, evacuation, response, and preparedness research, exploring how 
individuals’ expectations of government action during a crisis influences personal choices 
made beforehand (Paton, 2019; Thomas et al., 2018; McNeill et al., 2013; Kang, Lindell 
& Prater, 2007; Lindell & Whitney, 2000; Mulilis & Duval, 1997).   
Borrowing from behavioral psychology and risk fields (Norris, Smith & Kaniasty, 
1999; Mulilis & Lippa, 1990; Paek et al., 2010), individual preparedness is now thought 
of as a complex decision-making process influenced by risk perception, disaster 
experience, self-efficacy and social/community networks (DeYoung & Peters, 2016; 
Kusenbach, 2017; Donahue et al., 2014; Kirschenbaum, 2002).  The risk research has 
provided a wealth of literature about individual decision-making, using expectations as an 
indicator of adjustment behavior.  For example, a recent study found individuals who 
believe they would receive government disaster assistance decreases the probability the 
household will buy flood insurance by 25% to 42% (Landry et al., 2020).  Other risk 
researchers have used expectations as either a causal variable (Blanchard-Boehm, Berry 
& Showalter, 2001; Lam et al., 2007; McNeill et al., 2013; Lindell & Whitney, 2000; 
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Mulilis & Duval, 1997) or a possible explanation for their results (Darr, Cate & Moak, 
2018; Bradley & Forgue, 2008; Charney et al., 2017).     
Beliefs about the Government 
Beliefs about the government are influenced by many factors, including one’s 
personal experiences, culture and worldview, demographics and socio-economic status 
(Miller, 2016; Lewis & Weigert, 1985; Chanley, Rudolph, & Rahn, 2000).  Americans 
generally take a dim view of governmental institutions (Marvel, 2105; Thomas, 1998; 
Brown, 1977), but express a wide variety of levels and dimensions of trust in their 
government, which can change throughout their lifetime (Miller, 2016).  Marvel (2015) 
argues that our attitudes about government are linked to our expectations about 
government services, which stem from a belief that the government will assist when 
needed (Miller, 2016).  This belief is rooted in trust that governmental institutions will act 
in the citizen’s best interest (Miller, 2016) and is a foundation of democratic societies 
(Freudenburg, 1993; Brown, 1977).  Horsley, Liu and Levenshus (2010) found 
expectations of government services are higher than the private sector because 
individuals believe the government is bound to “serving the public good” instead of 
pursuing profits (Veil & Anthony, 2017, p. 142).  The implicit nature of these attitudes 
makes them more “durable” in contrast to malleable market-based attitudes (Marvel, 
2015, p. 145).  In a focus group study with vulnerable populations, Howard et al. (2017) 
found certain government safety services are viewed as a unique government 
responsibility, as no one else would and/or could offer the expertise and authority.  Since 
the government provides services not found in the private sector, poor performance can 
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heighten feelings of frustration and lower trust (Avery & Lariscy, 2010; Veil & Anthony, 
2017).  When interviewing grieving disaster survivors, Dutch researchers Jong and 
Dückers (2018) found “assisting citizens in times of crisis is regarded as government’s 
first obligation” (p. 8).    
In their work on climate change adaptation planning, Kettle and Dow (2014) 
suggest trust in government has two components, “confidence in [the government’s] 
abilities and trust in [its] intentions” (p. 6).  This distinction between capacity and 
intention is found in the disaster research and bolstered by the psychological research on 
normative and probabilistic expectations (Van Ryzin, 2013; Chamlee-Wright & Storr, 
2010; Schneider, 1992).  In Van Ryzin’s (2013) work on expectations of the public 
sector, he argues each individual harbors certain expectations of what the government 
will do (what it is capable of) and what it should do (what it intends to do).  Hardin’s 
(2006) rational theory of trust also brackets trust in government into similar categories of 
competence and confidence (Murphy, Greer & Wu, 2018). Likewise, the government has 
its own expectations of what it will do and what it should do.  For governmental entities, 
what should be done (as described as Van Ryzin’s (2013) normative expectations and 
Schneider’s (1992) bureaucratic norms) is often found in statute, regulations, doctrine, 
and policy documents (Schneider, 1992; Schneider, 2014).  During a disaster, the 
government may not be able to perform these normal, bureaucratic functions and what 
should be done differs from what occurs (Schneider, 2008).   
Schneider (2018) believes the size of the expectation gap is dependent on the 
individual’s perception of the intent and capacity of the governmental response.  If an 
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individual believes the government has the capacity to respond effectively to a disaster 
but chooses not to, then the expectation gap is larger.  If, on the other hand, the 
governmental capacity is overwhelmed but a person believes the government is trying 
with good intentions, the gap is smaller.  Chamlee-Wright & Storr (2010) argue that 
expectations of government disaster assistance are also nuanced with optimism and 
pessimism, which are co-mingled with beliefs about intent and capacity.  The size of the 
expectation gap depends not only on overall expectations of government actions, but also 
on personal judgements about the intention of the government as it responds (Chamlee-
Wright & Storr, 2010).  
Beliefs about the Government and Fairness 
Trust in the government is rooted in the belief that the government has both the 
intention and capacity to do what it says it will do (Miller, 2016; Marvel, 2015; Roch & 
Poister, 2006).  Several scholars found the concepts of trust and government credibility 
are tied to fairness (Peters, Covello & McMallum, 1997; Cook & Gronke, 2005; 
Christensen & Lægreid, 2005).  For many Americans, assistance provided by the 
government during disasters should be delivered fairly, although what is considered 
“fair” can vary widely (Chamlee-Wright & Storr, 2010; Barnett, 1999).  Bureaucratic 
organizations in the U.S. use fairness as a driving force in decision-making, even at the 
expense of speed and efficiency (Wilson, 1989).  For decades, the recovery literature has 
used distributive justice models when considering both household and community 
recovery programs (Tafti & Tomlinson, 2018).  Fairness is separate from equality and 
equity, although all three concepts are interwoven in disaster policy and regulations 
(Moss, 1999; Sylves, 2008).  Citizens not only expect the government to perform certain 
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functions after a disaster, they also expect the government complete them “in an equal, 
reliable, and fair manner” (Jong & Dückers, 2018, p. 8).   
Fairness appears in the scholarly research about disasters, often with references to 
the social contract (Siddiqi & Canuday, 2018; Stubblefield, 2009; Chamlee-Wright & 
Storr, 2010, Dynes, 1999).  Social contract theory posits that citizens will consent to 
certain mandated actions (like paying taxes or obeying laws) in exchange for other things 
they value (like Social Security benefits or a living in a safe environment) (Zack, 2006).  
In the disaster context, individuals may believe because they have taken certain actions, 
they are due certain services (Adger et al., 2013).  For example, an individual may say 
that since they paid taxes, they are now due government disaster assistance (Furlong & 
Scheberle, 1998; Charney et al., 2017). When individuals voice their displeasure with the 
government after a disaster, they may use words and phrases that evoke a betrayal of this 
contract.  Disaster survivors say they “played by the rules” and “jumped through 
bureaucratic hoops,” and yet were still not given what was due to them (Furlong & 
Scheberle, 1998; Chamlee-Wright & Storr, 2010).   
Beliefs about the Government’s Role and Responsibility 
In the risk and preparedness literature, expectations are often measured as a 
component of perceived personal and government responsibility (Blanchard-Boehm, 
Berry & Showalter, 2001; Lam et al., 2007; McNeill et al., 2013; Lindell & Whitney, 
2000; Mulilis & Duval, 1997).  An individuals’ perception of what the government can 
and will do during a disaster is based on beliefs about the government’s role (McNeill et 
al., 2013).  This perception is rooted in the idea that the government is generally 
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responsible for public safety and more specifically, for certain hazard-related and disaster 
functions (Schneider, 2011; McNeill et al., 2013).  For example, in their 1977 study, 
McPherson and Saarinen found that individuals did not believe it was their personal 
responsibility to mitigate future flood damage, but was instead the government’s 
responsibility to do so.  Additional studies support this finding, including Grothmann and 
Reusswig (2006) and Box et al. (2013), suggesting that perceptions of hazard 
responsibility directly affect preparedness and hazard adjustment behavior. 
McNeill et al. (2013) tie the relationship between expectations and perceptions of 
responsibility to a value/cost benefit theory of decision-making, which suggests an 
individuals’ choice to expend their own resources is “strongly driven by expectations” (p. 
1831).  If the individual perceives the government as responsible for certain disaster 
activities, they will not expend the time or money toward that area of responsibility 
(McNeill et al., 2013, p. 1832).  This phenomenon is evident in the preparedness and 
mitigation literature, where individuals are less likely to take protective actions if they 
believe the government is responsible for those functions (Lindell & Whitney, 2000; 
Mulilis & Duval, 1997; McPherson & Saarinen, 1977; Martin, Martin & Kent, 2009; 
McCaffrey et al., 2011).  Other studies show individuals are willing to prepare for natural 
hazards but believe technological hazards fall under the government’s purview (Becker et 
al., 2014; Dooley, 1992; Tierney, 2000).  Hans, Nigg and D’Souza (1994) found, “the 
perception of governmental responsibility after technological disasters is even higher 
[than natural hazards]. Government is seen to be liable for monitoring the health 
consequences of the disaster, assessing soil and water contamination, cleaning up the 
contamination, assisting business and agriculture, and restoring public and private 
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property” (p. 12-13).   
The government has unique perceived responsibilities during a disaster.  As 
mentioned previously, the government is expected to protect residents, provide expertise 
and authority, and offer assistance to those in need (Schneider, 2011; Miller, 2016; 
Howard et al., 2017).  Schneider (2011) argues since certain relief functions are outside 
the scope of personal ability or private sector resources, individuals strongly believe the 
government is a primary actor during disasters.  Disaster events are especially salient for 
individuals, both for those who directly and vicariously experience damages, because of 
its high visibility and its symbolic dimensions within the community (Schneider, 2011).  
Individuals affected by disasters are considered “innocent” and collectively, the 
community recognizes the need to quickly reduce suffering (unlike other types of 
suffering, like substance abuse) (Schneider, 2011, p. 17).  This collective understanding 
of government responsibility is amplified by political dynamics and the “absence of 
private sector solutions” to disaster response and recovery (p. 17).  The government is 
perceived to have a unique responsibility during disasters, since it alone “has the 
technical capability, the appropriate resources, and the authority to coordinate a range of 
disaster-related responses” (Schneider, 2011, p. 17).     
Expectations of government responsibilities are complicated by the 
intergovernmental nature of disaster response and recovery (Schneider, 2018).  In the 
U.S., each level of government has distinct, codified disaster responsibilities, which can 
alter the perception of what the overall government effort will be (Schneider, 2018; 
Schneider, 2011).  Although it is tempting to fault outsized expectations on low-levels of 
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understanding of federalism, Chamlee-Wright & Storr (2010) found that Hurricane 
Katrina evacuees were able to provide sophisticated answers to questions about different 
levels of government.  Charney et al. (2017) also found individuals were able to 
differentiate their expectations of local, state and federal roles of government 
involvement after a disaster, which indicates a certain level of understanding of 
federalism.  Additionally, a Gallup poll after Hurricane Katrina found individuals were 
able to pin point which level of government they blame for which actions (or non-
actions) (Darr, Kate & Moak, 2018; Schneider, 2018).   
Parsing out what activities are perceived as the responsibility of government is a 
focus of disaster-related political science research.  Individuals hold government actors 
and organizations responsible for certain disaster activities and make judgements about 
government performance (Schneider, 2011; Darr, Kate & Moak, 2018).  Numerous 
studies review polling and voter turnout data to gauge perceived responsibility during a 
disaster (Arceneaux & Stein, 2006, Achen & Bartels, 2016; Gasper & Reeves, 2011; 
Healy & Malhotra, 2009, Schneider, 2008).  Some researchers believe political ideology 
plays a role in attribution of government responsibility during disasters (Malhotra and 
Kuo, 2008; Maestas et al., 2008).  Satisfaction and, more often, dissatisfaction with the 
government’s activities are reflected at the voting booth and in opinion polls (Arcaneaux 
& Stein, 2006).  Schneider (2018, 2011) traces these judgements directly to fulfilled or 




Direct Hazard Experiences 
Personal experience is a primary component of expectancy development (Janzen 
et al., 2006, Olson, Roese & Zanna, 1996; Roese & Sherman, 2007).  Any interaction 
with an object or situation adds to an individual’s bank of knowledge and influences their 
beliefs and attitudes (Roese and Sherman, 2007).  Haith (1997) said, “experience and 
memory play a central role in future thinking, whether it is the experience of the 
individual…, extrapolation from past experiences, or induction based on the experience 
of others” (p. 34).  The social psychology research has shown “that the attitudes of 
someone who has had actual behavioral experience with an object will be more clear, 
more confidently held, more accessible, and more predictive of future behavior” (Olson, 
Roese and Zanna, 1996, p. 214).  Alternatively, individuals who do not have direct 
experience with a phenomenon take longer to develop expectations, rely on beliefs about 
similar experiences and use inductive reasoning based on others’ experiences (Haith, 
1997, p. 35-36).  
Individuals constantly revise their beliefs based on their experiences, 
incorporating each new interaction into their belief system (Janzen et al., 2006).  Furlong 
and Scheberle’s (1998) study on small business owners after the Northridge earthquake in 
1994 found small business owners’ multiple experiences with the Federal Emergency 
Management Agency (FEMA) and the Small Business Association (SBA) led to an 
emergence of new expectations which evolved over time (Furlong and Scheberle, 1998).  
Individuals revise their expectations about disaster assistance programs based on their 
ongoing experiences (Bradley et al., 2008; Chamlee-Wright & Storr, 2010).  This is 
especially important for those individuals who have not experienced a disaster before.  
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Rivera (2019) emphasizes those survivors without previous disaster experience must 
create “conceptual frames” for recovery as they encounter each new decision.  He said, 
Although the decision to apply for disaster assistance is extremely important in 
the aftermath of any event, it is even more important in places with low 
frequencies of disaster.  In places that experience disasters on a regular basis, 
individuals develop conceptual frames that elicit various decisions in reference to 
how to respond to and recover from an event (p. 27). 
 
Personal experience has also been used as a variable in numerous studies 
exploring perceptions of the public sector.  Marvel (2015) argued personal experience 
with a government service, like the U.S. Post Office, directly affected the way individuals 
perceived the government as a whole.  Darr, Kate and Moak (2018) found “prior 
experience with government agencies [during disasters] establishes expectations of 
responsibility that endure years later” (p. 4).   Charney et al. (2017) said personal 
experiences were a primary factor in individuals’ trust in institutions and influenced the 
expectations held by the participants (p. 2). 
Several disaster studies also use personal experience as an indicator of high/low 
risk perception (Wachinger et al., 2013; Donahue, Eckel and Wilson, 2014; Fothergill et 
al., 1999), the likelihood of household adjustment and protective actions (Grothman and 
Reusswig, 2006; Lindell, 2013), and the likelihood of evacuation (Dash and Gladwin, 
2007; Perry, 1979).  Risk perception is influenced by a combination of disaster 
experience, one’s level of trust in the government, and an individual’s level of self-
efficacy (Wachinger et al., 2013).  Risk perception can be impacted by an individuals’ 
personal experience with disasters and their familiarity with hazards; if a person 
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experienced a disaster in the past, they may perceive the risk to be low or high, depending 
on their losses (Kusenbach, 2017; Norris, Smith & Kaniasty, 1999; DeYoung & Peters, 
2016; Palm, 1998).  In their work on earthquake preparedness, Becker et al. (2017) 
delineates between hazard experiences (direct disaster experience and indirect hazard 
experience) and vicarious hazard experiences (“i.e. the disaster experience of others, 
information in the media”), noting both influence household level decision-making (p. 
181).  
Vicarious Experiences: Other People’s Experiences 
Konrad (2006) suggests all expectations held by individuals are influenced by 
social dynamics.  Olson, Roese and Zanna (1996) support this, saying that expectations 
are swayed by “communication from other people (indirect experience),” including our 
families, social institutions, and the media (p. 214).  Individuals rely on others for cues 
about the future and integrate external ideas into their own internal cognitive processes 
(Olson, Roese and Zanna, 1996; Roese and Sherman, 2007).  There exists a feedback 
loop of expectations between the individual and society; individual expectations 
influence other people’s expectations to create collective expectations, which in turn 
influences individual expectations.  Konrad (2006) argues that a continual “expectation 
exchange” between the individual and the group is “mediated through societal discourse” 
(p. 431).  For Konrad (2006), collective expectations “are part of a generalized and taken-
for-granted social repertoire” (p. 431) and significantly impact individual expectations.  
Through communication behaviors, individuals identify other people’s expectations and 
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adapt their own to align with the collective interpretation of a particular situation (Oh, 
Eom, & Rao, 2015). 
Olson, Roese and Zanna (1996) suggest that a person will incorporate what they 
hear and see of others’ experiences into their own set of expectations.  Receiving and 
processing information about the experiences of others – both friends and strangers – can 
impact a person’s perception of social institutions, like government or the economy 
(Charney et al., 2016; Boomgaarden et al., 2011).  Quarantelli (1991) suggests “disaster 
victims tend to judge not only their losses but also what they obtain in recovery in 
relativistic rather than absolute terms” (p. 6).  Survivors consider their own losses and 
assistance they receive based on others’ experiences to form (and revise) their 
expectations (Quarantelli, 1991).  This is an important point, due to disaster survivors’ 
expectation for fairness in the government’s delivery of disaster assistance.  In Rivera’s 
(2016) study of Hurricane Sandy survivors, African American applicants to FEMA’s 
assistance program expected they would not be treated fairly because of what they 
remembered from media coverage of Hurricane Katrina.  Additionally, Rivera’s (2016) 
participants made comparisons of what they received from FEMA to what their 
neighbors’ received in order to make judgements about institutional fairness.  Other 
people’s experiences play a role in expectation formation and can affect the individuals’ 
perception of government (Charney et al., 2016; Boomgaarden et al., 2011; Rivera, 
2016).   
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Vicarious Experiences:  The Media’s Influence 
The media influences an individuals’ expectations two ways. First, through 
sharing the experiences of others and second, through framing a situation by coverage 
and commentary.  As mentioned above, individuals use the experiences of others to 
construct their own expectations (Olson, Roese & Zanna, 1996; Roese & Sherman, 
2007).  The media is a powerful medium to describe and visually communicate the 
experiences of other people (Miller, Roberts & LaPoe, 2014).  As a part of collective 
information seeking and sensemaking, individuals interact with the media to gather, 
interpret, and disseminate the experiences of others (Oh, Eom & Rao, 2015).  Traditional 
media often shares the experiences of other people to their viewers through articles or 
videos about events and activities (Miller, Roberts & LaPoe, 2014).  Social media 
platforms2 are used to interactively share information of other’s experiences (Oh, Eom & 
Rao, 2015).   
News reporting by the media is often divided into episodic and thematic stories 
(Miller, Roberts & LaPoe, 2014, p. 69).  Episodic stories are often short pieces that focus 
on an event or experience.  During a disaster, “an episodic news story could focus on a 
family that did not evacuate and was trapped in their home by the rising waters” (Miller, 
Roberts & LaPoe, 2014, p. 69).  Thematic stories, in contrast, place the event or 
experience within a larger context of an overarching theme (Miller, Roberts & LaPoe, 
2014, p. 70).  Episodic stories make up the majority of news reporting during disasters, 
                                                          
2 Social media is recognized as substantially different from traditional media, with the ability to deliver 
messages and provide information beyond the boundaries of a news organization (Sutton et al., 2008; Vos 
et al., 2018; Liu et al., 2016).  The majority of my participants referenced traditional media in their 
interview answers, so I focused this section on traditional news framing and reporting.   
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especially in local news, and often emphasize a particular experience of an individual or 
group (Miller, Roberts & LaPoe, 2014, p. 70).  Individuals glean information about other 
people’s experiences from these episodic news stories and incorporate them into their 
own perceptions of the disaster event.  Both episodic and thematic stories are framed by 
reporters through “…organizing ideas [which] allows the media to shape the way it tells 
the story [and] the way a story is perceived and interpreted” (Miller, Roberts & LaPoe, 
2014, p. 68, 70).   
The literature on media framing is vast and a full examination is beyond the scope 
of this literature review.  However, several articles mention the effect of media framing 
on expectations, either in general or during a disaster event. Olson, Roese and Zanna 
(1996) refer to mass media as a direct influence on individuals’ expectation development 
(p. 214).  Schneider (2014) argues that the media plays a critical role in sensemaking and 
affects emergent expectations of disaster survivors (p. 78).  She further states that 
expectations are impacted by the media’s negative framing of government response 
activities, which often focuses on “striking images” and “vivid reports” of government 
failures (p. 78-79).  In their study on perceptions about the Avian Flu, Nerlich and 
Halliday (2007) argued the media holds the power to communicate intense images about 
an ambiguous future (p. 48).  Additionally, Kousky and Sabman (2012) argued the 
media’s reporting of large amounts of disaster assistance provided to communities 
increases individual expectations of what they will personally receive from the 
government.       
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The media often uses an “attribution of responsibility” frame in disaster reporting, 
which can negatively shape individual’s perception of government actors through implicit 
and explicit commentary (Miller, Roberts & LaPoe, 2014).  The media’s role in blame 
and outrage after a disaster has been the subject of numerous studies (Malhotra & Kuo, 
2008; Schneider & Jacoby, 2003; Arceneaux & Stein, 2006; Fischer & Harr, 1994; 
Maestas et al., 2008).  When the media reports government actions not aligned with the 
expectations of what the government will do and should do during a disaster, individuals 
feel betrayed and look to assign blame (Schneider, 2011). Researchers found outrage can 
erupt from this process, when individuals and government officials point to one another 
as the reason why the expectations are not met (Schneider, 2008; Schneider, 1992).  
Blame is usually a manifestation of a lack of – perceived or real – trust, credibility and 
fairness (Malhotra & Kuo, 2008; Gephart, 1993; Ewart & McLean, 2015; Anagondahalli 
& Turner, 2012).  The media is not solely responsible for this phenomenon, but it 
certainly plays a role in expectation development and revision (Nerlich & Halliday, 
2007).      
Recovery and the Disaster Assistance Experience 
Although much of the future-oriented disaster research is found within the risk 
and preparedness literature, this project asked participants what they expect to occur after 
a disaster, which situates the project within the recovery literature.  This section gives a 
broad overview of the elements of recovery, the various types of disaster assistance, and 
survivors’ experiences of applying for government aid.  The next chapter provides an 




Mileti (1999) describes recovery as “putting a disaster-stricken community back 
together” with recognition of complex, dynamic, and non-linear dimensions (p. 229).  
Recovery is generally conceptualized as a series of stages households and communities 
experience after a disaster occurs (Phillips, 2009).  Much of the recovery literature is 
focused at the community level, with emphasis on the interaction of political, economic, 
and social characteristics (Berke, Kartez & Wenger, 1993; Bolin, 1986; Oliver-Smith, 
1991; Smith & Wenger, 2007).  At the household level, the recovery literature often 
centers around the social elements of support networks, bondedness and transitioning 
through stages of change (Grube et al., 2018; Nigg, 1995; Phillips, 2009).  Bolin (1985) 
found families go through stages of recovery, punctuated by various changes in housing, 
financial stability, and household routines (Phillips, 2009, p. 23).  Central to much of the 
household recovery research is that of housing; Quarantelli (1982) provided a typology of 
post-disaster shelter and housing as emergency sheltering, temporary sheltering, 
temporary housing, and permanent housing.  These types of post-disaster housing are 
helpful in conceptualizing the phases a household may traverse through recovery, 
although not in a linear fashion.  A household may experience one or many of these types 
of housing multiple times before finding a stable, permanent home (Sutley & Hamideh, 
2020; Phillips, 2009).  Nigg (1995) argues household recovery is a social process and is 
much more complex than simply finding a new place to live or repairing a damaged 
home.  Both household and community recovery has been studied from a variety of 
viewpoints, including a sociopolitical-ecology perspective, a vulnerability perspective, 
and an emergent norm perspective (Peacock & Ragsdale, 1997; Wisner, 2001; Bolin & 
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Stanford, 1999; Enarson & Marrow, 1998; Dynes & Quarantelli, 1968; Neal & Phillips, 
1995; Phillips, 2009).   
The social bonds that impact disaster recovery have been studied extensively 
using a social capital framework (Aldrich & Meyer, 2014; Elliott, Haney & Sams-
Abiodun, 2010; Ritchie & Gill, 2007; Hurlbert, Haines & Beggs, 2000; Kaniasty & 
Norris, 1995).  Social capital is conceptualized as “features of social organizations, such 
as networks, norms and trust that facilitate action and cooperation for mutual benefit 
(Aldrich & Meyer, 2014, p. 4; Putnam, 2000).  Disaster survivors leverage social capital 
to identify and access resources “including information, aid, financial resources, 
childcare, and emotional and psychological support” (Aldrich & Meyer, 2014, p. 3; 
Aldrich, 2012).  Generally, scholars use three categories of social capital to differentiate 
processes and outcomes (Aldrich & Meyer, 2014; Aldrich, 2012; Szreter & Woolcock, 
2004).  Bonding social capital is the tight-knit bonds of close family and friends.  
Bridging social capital describes bonds based on looser connections across social groups, 
like church membership or special interest clubs.  Linking social capital “connects regular 
citizens with those in power” through access to formal processes and organizations 
(Aldrich & Meyer, 2014, p. 6).  





 Researchers found that socio-economic factors may play a role in the types of 
social capital disaster survivors use to get resources; individuals on the lower rungs of the 
socio-economic ladder use bridging social capital more, whereas individuals on the 
higher rungs rely more on linking social capital (Smiley, Howell & Elliott, 2018; Aldrich, 
2012; Elliott, Haney & Sams-Abiodun, 2010; Hawkins & Maurer, 2010).  Across all 
group demographics, bonding social capital is an important element of psychological, 
physical, and economic recovery (Aldrich, 2012; Hawkins & Maurer, 2010; Adler & 




During recovery, individuals and households may request various types of 
disaster assistance to help with financial or physical needs.  Assistance programs may 
require a formal application process requiring a demonstration of need, or may be 
informal and distributed to anyone who asks (Grube et al., 2018).  Most government 
disaster assistance falls in the former category, although the government may fund the 
informal assistance provided in the latter category (Grube et al., 2018, Phillips, 2009).  
Any level of government or government organization may offer some type disaster 
assistance, depending on funding and the organizational structures to distribute the aid 
(Smith & Wenger, 2007; Phillips, 2009).  Nigg (1995) argued that government assistance 
can help household recovery, but often strong social bonds, a recovering local economy, 
and relief from non-profit organizations are key elements to successful recovery.  
Quarantelli (1999) found although government assistance is helpful, it is often dwarfed 
by the amount of assistance a person receives from friends and family.  Disaster 
assistance provided the government is just one part of household-level recovery (Nigg, 
1995; Quarantelli, 1999; Phillips, 2009).   
Government disaster assistance in the U.S. is based on a limited-intervention 
model of recovery (Phillips, 2009; Comerio, 1998) to augment the individuals’ recovery, 
but not fund it entirely (Phillips, 2009, p. 197).  This approach mirrors the model of U.S. 
disaster management, with each level of government responsible for its own emergencies 
and only requesting assistance once its resources are exhausted (Sylves, 2008).  The 
assistance provided (from a state to a municipality or from the federal government to a 
state) is meant to supplement the ongoing relief work, but not to cover all expenses 
(Sylves, 2008).  Many government disaster assistance programs assume households will 
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receive insurance pay-outs and non-profit relief, as well as draw on the resources of pre-
impact social networks and financial assets (Phillips, 2009; Grube et al., 2018).  The 
limited intervention model is reflected in statutes, regulations, and policies that govern 
the U.S. disaster management system (Phillips, 2009, p. 207; Sylves, 2008). 
The Disaster Assistance Experience 
The experience of applying for government disaster assistance is less studied than 
the informal assistance households receive during recovery (Grube et al., 2017; Rivera, 
2016; Beggs et al., 1996; Hooks and Miller, 2006).  However, research about assistance – 
both formal and informal – show disparities in access and distribution.  Dynes and 
Quarantelli (1989) argue a primary characteristic of disaster recovery is the “issue of 
equity and inattention” (p. 3).  Individuals and households proceed through recovery at 
different speeds, depending on their socioeconomic status, access to power, and the 
availability of resources (Grube et al., 2017; Nigg, 1995; Phillips, 2009).  The 
distribution of disaster assistance is influenced by these factors as well; research shows 
households who fall on the lower rungs of the socioeconomic ladder “find it difficult to 
get assistance after disasters” (Grube et al., 2017, p. 44).  Individuals who struggle with 
poverty in particular encounter situational barriers that prevent access to information 
about assistance programs, difficulties in applying, and challenges in completing the 
application process (Fong, Wright & Wimer, 2016; Kousky, 2013; Fothergill, 2003; 
Fothergill and Peek, 2004).  Language barriers are also a challenge and can be a 
complicating factor for receiving disaster assistance.  Phillips (1998) found Latino 
residents were less likely to receive government aid after the Loma Prieta earthquake and 
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Fothergill et al. (1999) suggests the difficulty of receiving government assistance is 
compounded when the applicant does not speak English as a first language.  Even 
“middle-class” disaster survivors face difficulties with access to government disaster 
assistance; Fothergill (2002) reported middle-income women found the government 
assistance programs confusing and byzantine, often accompanied by stigma and shame.   
Frustrations with the process applying for and receiving government disaster 
assistance permeate the recovery literature.  Even Prince (1920) mentioned government-
organized relief programs after the Halifax explosion were mired in “red tape” and 
bureaucratic hurdles, which frustrated survivors and officials alike.  Disaster assistance 
programs studied during Hurricane Katrina showed individuals were unsatisfied by the 
application process, the various qualification requirements, and the lack of transparency 
(Bier, 2006; Kamal, 2012; Finch, Emrich & Cutter, (2010); Levine, Esnard & Sapat, 
2007). Reid’s (2013) study on disaster rental assistance after Katrina called out FEMA’s 
bureaucracy as classist, focused on weeding out “cheats” and forcing survivors prove 
they deserved the aid.  Reinke and Eldridge (2020) characterized FEMA’s assistance 
during Hurricane Florence in South Carolina as “bureaucratic violence” (p. 107).  Rivera 
(2016) investigated the role of FEMA’s home inspectors as “street level bureaucrats” 
who held substantial power in verifying losses which, in many cases, left the survivors 
confused and angry.  A study of case-workers assigned to help Hurricane Katrina 
survivors evacuated to Denver found overwhelming paperwork and bureaucratic “hoops” 
were a significant factor in survivors’ ability to recover (Sterett, 2015). After Hurricane 
Sandy, researchers found individuals were continually frustrated with the Build it Back 
program and the FEMA application process (Petkova et al., 2018; Rivera, 2016).  
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Schneider (2011, 2018) notes that these frustrations with government programs are a 
manifestation of the gap between what individuals expected the government to do and 
what actually occurred during the recovery process.   
What’s Missing? 
Expectations are a complex cognitive process individuals use to anticipate the 
future and make decisions.  Future-thinking is a part of the risk, mitigation, and 
preparedness literature as researchers explore how intentions translate into behavior.  
Expectations are influenced by both beliefs and experiences.  Beliefs about government, 
especially about the government’s intent and capacity to assist disaster survivors, play a 
role in what a person expects the government to do during a disaster.  Individuals 
generally believe the government has a pivotal role in disaster response and recovery, and 
their perceptions of responsibility influences personal behavior.  While direct hazard 
experience is important for expectation formation, an individuals’ expectations are also 
influenced by media coverage of disasters and the experiences of others.  Individuals who 
experience a disaster may be surprised by the process and distribution of government 
disaster assistance.  Researchers have found government disaster assistance to be 
bureaucratic and frustrating for survivors, which may be incongruent with pre-disaster 
beliefs of government and disaster relief.    
Although previous studies show expectations play a role in the individuals’ 
perception of government disaster assistance, most of the research only tangentially 
explores it.  A handful of studies directly investigate individuals’ expectations of 
government during disasters, albeit from different viewpoints.  Chamlee-Wright and Storr 
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(2010) and Furlong and Scheberle (1998) come the closest to this research project, as 
they both used qualitative interviews to ask survivors about their expectations of 
government disaster assistance programs (relocation services and FEMA/SBA assistance, 
respectively).  However, both studies were conducted after the disaster event.  Likewise, 
Jong and Dückers (2018) asked bereaved individuals what kind of psychosocial support 
they expected of government actors after a disaster.  Schneider (1998, 2011, 2018) has 
spent the most time studying expectations of government during disasters, but her 
orientation is public policy from a government-centric viewpoint.  Additionally, 
Schneider’s (2011, 1998) work is focused on emergent expectations after a disaster 
occurred.  These post-disaster studies use retrospective expectations as their starting 
point, wherein the participants are asked to recall from memory what they expected 
before the disaster.  These retrospective expectations are invariably influenced by the 
events after the disaster and often reflect the individual’s level of satisfaction with 
disaster assistance, rather than whether the expectation was met or unmet.    
Certain studies ask residents about their expectations before a disaster, but focus 
on hospital preparedness (Charney et al., 2001) or critical infrastructure (Peterson et al., 
2020).  Howard et al. (2017) used focus groups to ask vulnerable populations about their 
expectations of public safety information from the government during impending bush 
fires.  Other studies use expectations as either a causal variable (Blanchard-Boehm, Berry 
& Showalter, 2001; Lam et al., 2007; McNeill et al., 2013; Lindell & Whitney, 2000; 
Mulilis & Duval, 1997) or a possible explanation for the study’s results (Darr, Cate & 
Moak, 2018; Bradley & Forgue, 2008).   
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However, the body of knowledge is missing a deeper, more nuanced exploration 
of what expectations individuals hold of government disaster assistance before a disaster 
occurs.  Since expectations are a complex bundle of beliefs, perceptions, and experiences, 
it is also imperative we explore how these expectations are formed.  If Schneider (1992, 
2011) is correct about the existence of an “expectation gap” between what individuals 
expect and what actually occurs, it is essential we –both the academic and practitioner 






U.S. DISASTER ASSISTANCE POLICY 
 
In order to explore how expectations of government disaster assistance compare 
with what the government actually provides to disaster survivors, it is necessary to review 
current U.S. policy.  This chapter will first provide an overview of the U.S. disaster 
response and recovery system, and then an overview of federal and state government 
assistance programs.   While a number of government disaster assistance programs exist 
for businesses, non-profit organizations, and state, local, tribal and territorial 
governments, this chapter will focus on those programs that provide assistance directly to 
individuals or households.    
U.S. Disaster Response & Recovery 
Prior to the mid-20th century, disaster assistance for individuals was primarily 
provided by non-profit organizations, organized through local government-sanctioned 
boards or committees (Rubin, 2012; Dauber, 2005).  The Disaster Relief Act of 1950 
authorized federal funding to states and communities for infrastructure programs but was 
not structured to help the individual (Rubin, 2012; Sylves, 2008).   
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Other federal government programs, like the Small Business Association (SBA) 
and the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA), provided loans or grants to certain 
individuals, but broader relief from the federal government for disaster survivors was not 
codified until the Robert T. Stafford Act of 1988 (Rubin, 2012; Roberts, 2013). The 
Stafford Act authorized the Federal Emergency Management Agency’s (FEMA) 
Individual Assistance (IA) program, which is now a primary vehicle of federal 
government relief for disaster-affected households (Phillips, 2009).   
While FEMA is authorized to deliver the IA program, the availability of 
assistance is dependent on the federal disaster declaration process (McCarthy, 2014).  
After a disaster3, a governor may request assistance from the federal government for a 
variety of needs under three distinct programs:  Individual Assistance (financial 
assistance for household-level losses), Public Assistance (for debris removal, emergency 
protective measures, and infrastructure repair), and the Hazard Mitigation Grant Program 
(for mitigation projects to reduce future damages) (McCarthy, 2014).  Individual 
Assistance (IA) is primarily provided directly to households; Public Assistance (PA) and 
Hazard Mitigation (HMGP) are provided to the state, tribe, or territory to disperse to their 
jurisdictions. When requesting a disaster declaration, a governor must describe in detail 
how the disaster has exceeded the state government’s capacity and justify the need for 
federal assistance (McCarthy, 2014).  Additionally, a governor must request (and justify) 
each program for each affected county (or equivalent local jurisdiction).  This request is 
                                                          
3 Before a disaster, a governor can request an emergency declaration to offset the cost of emergency 
protective measures to prepare for an impending hazard.  A governor can also request a fire management 
declaration if appropriate. Direct government assistance to individuals is not included in emergency or fire-
management declarations (McCarthy, 2014). 
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verified through a preliminary damage assessment conducted by federal, state, and local 
officials (McCarthy, 2014).  The governor’s request is routed through FEMA offices and 
the White House and, if a declaration is granted, FEMA begins its work with the state to 
deliver the authorized programs.  The approved disaster declaration designates which 
program (IA, PA, and/or HMGP) is authorized for which county and, for those disaster 
survivors who reside in an IA-approved county, they can begin the process of applying 
for FEMA assistance (McCarthy, 2014).   
It is important to note that not all disaster survivors in the U.S. are eligible to 
receive IA through the disaster declaration process.  In some cases, individuals live just 
outside the declared counties and, while they suffered losses, their county was not 
included in the disaster declaration (McCarthy, 2014).  In other cases, a governor may 
request IA for a certain county, but the request is denied.  Disaster declarations for PA are 
far more numerous than declarations for IA.  Vroman (2019) points out “in 2016, only 18 
of the 46 major disaster declarations authorized IA payments…In contrast, PA was 
available following all 46 major disasters” (p. 3).  The number of declarations for both IA 
and PA, as well as the amount of assistance provided through each program, varies from 
year to year depending on hazard activity.  In 2017, a very active disaster year, more than 
4.7 million individuals applied for IA (Reese, 2018) and more than $2.5B was provided 
by FEMA to help survivors of Hurricanes Harvey, Irma, and Maria (Walls & Cortez, 
2018).   
FEMA’s Individual Assistance Program 
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Once a disaster declaration for IA is granted for a state and its designated 
counties, FEMA can activate any of the six sub-programs under the IA program, 
depending on the state’s request (Kreiser, Mullins & Nagel, 2018). FEMA can distribute 
funds for mass care and sheltering, crisis counseling, disaster unemployment assistance, 
disaster legal services, and disaster case management (Webster, 2019).  These funds are 
provided to the state, which in turn funds organizations and/or programs to benefit 
individuals and households (Kreiser, Mullins & Nagel, 2018).  The primary and by far 
the largest IA program is the Individuals and Households Program (IHP), which provides 
financial assistance via grants to disaster-affected individuals and households 4(Kreiser, 
Mullins & Nagel, 2018). 
The IHP funding is dispersed under two categories:  Housing Assistance and 
Other Needs Assistance.  Housing Assistance provides money for home repair and 
replacement, temporary lodging, or rental assistance (Kreiser, Mullins & Nagel, 2018).  
Other Needs Assistance (ONA) can offer financial assistance for a variety of needs like 
funeral, medical, dental, childcare and other miscellaneous expenses (Kreiser, Mullins & 
Nagel, 2018).  FEMA pays 100% of the costs of Housing Assistance, but usually requires 
a cost-share agreement with the state to fund ONA (Webster, 2019).  The maximum 
                                                          
4 FEMA PA dollars are also used to help individuals directly, even though the program is functionally 
different.  For example, PA is used to secure temporary housing, either through temporary housing units 
(similar to mobile homes) or through a direct leasing program with a hotel or apartment building.  In these 
cases, FEMA pays for the housing directly and the survivor does not participate in the financial transaction.  
This assistance does not count against the maximum amount of IHP dollars an eligible applicant could 




amount of IHP assistance to a household is $35,5005 although the average amount 
disaster survivor receives is usually much lower.  FEMA states in its IHP publications 
that Housing Assistance is meant to make the disaster-damaged dwelling habitable, not to 
“return the dwelling to its pre-disaster condition” (FEMA, 2020; FEMA, 2005, p.5).  This 
is evident by the average amounts of assistance provided; for Hurricane Harvey, the 
average amount of IHP assistance was $4,300 (Vinik, 2018); for Hurricane Sandy, it was 
$8,000 and for Hurricane Katrina, the average was $7,100 (Calder, 2016).  Homeowners 
receive the bulk of the IHP dollars since the assistance for repairs is paid to the person 
who owns the dwelling (Walls & Cortez, 2018). 
In order to qualify for IHP assistance, disaster survivors must first apply by phone 
or via the internet typically within 60 days of the date of the disaster declaration (FEMA, 
2019).  Survivors are asked questions about their losses, their current living situation, 
their income and insurance coverage. Once an application is received, an inspector visits 
the property to verify losses (if the home is inaccessible, other means of verification are 
used) (FEMA, 2019).  Applicants must show proof of ownership or a rental agreement, as 
well as government-issued identification at the time of the inspection.  The inspector then 
submits a damage report and, along with information about the applicants’ insurance 
coverage, FEMA makes a determination of eligibility and award amount (FEMA, 2019).  
Housing repair or replacement assistance and/or ONA funds are directly deposited into 
the survivor’s bank account via a one-time payment.  For rental assistance, a certain 
amount is provided initially to the disaster survivor but they are required to re-certify 
                                                          
5 The maximum amount of IHP “is adjusted annually to reflect changes in the Consumer Price Index for 
All Urban Consumers published by the Department of Labor” (Webster, 2019, p. 5). 
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their rental needs every 60 days (FEMA, 2019).  Individuals have the right to appeal a 
decision made by FEMA within 60 days (FEMA, 2019).   
The Small Business Administration Disaster Loans 
FEMA and the SBA work closely during disasters and share information, 
resources, and database systems (Lindsay & Webster, 2019).  The SBA automatically 
sends a disaster loan6 application to FEMA applicants who report their income as above 
the poverty line.  SBA’s long-term, low-interest disaster loans are available to 
homeowners, renters, and businesses of all sizes (Lindsay & Webster, 2019).  SBA 
disaster loans for a household are usually used to finance home repair and replacement 
costs, as well as personal property losses.  Disaster loans for businesses are used to 
finance repairs to physical assets, replace inventory, and offset the economic injury 
caused by the disaster.  SBA disaster loans for homeowners to repair or replace their 
home can be as much as $200,000; loans for personal property loss are provided up to 
$40,000 (Reigal, 2020; Lindsay & Webster, 2019).  SBA applicants usually have six 
months to apply (Lindsay & Webster, 2019).  Disaster survivors are often confused when 
they receive an SBA loan application or uneasy taking on debt, so SBA loan totals are 
relatively low compared to the amount of IHP distributed each year (GAO, 2020; 
Chamlee-Wright & Storr, 2010).  For the Hurricanes Harvey, Irma and Maria, the SBA 
distributed more than $6.8B through more than 110,000 loans to homeowners, renters, 
and businesses (Goldstein, 2019).   
                                                          
6 The SBA disaster loan program is automatically activated once IA is authorized within a disaster 
declaration.  The SBA can also make disaster loans available through its own declaration process (Lindsay 
& Webster, 2019).   
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The SBA approves roughly 42% of disaster loan applications (Goldstein, 2019).  
If a disaster survivor is turned down for an SBA loan, the applicant is referred back to 
FEMA IHP (Lindsay & Webster, 2019).  FEMA reviews the application again and may 
offer supplemental ONA in addition to the ONA previously mentioned.  This SBA-
dependent ONA assistance can assist with replacing personal property, moving and 
transportation expenses, and a group flood insurance policy for three years (Lindsay & 
Webster, 2019).   
The Department of Housing & Urban Development CDBG-DR 
After certain disasters, the Department of Housing and Urban Development 
(HUD) provides disaster funding to states and local jurisdictions through Community 
Development Block Grant – Disaster Recovery (CDBG-DR) (Boyd, 2011).  These funds 
are made available only through special congressional appropriation and are usually 
reserved for larger, catastrophic events with a special emphasis on the repair and 
rebuilding of low income housing (Boyd, 2011). CDBG-DRs are meant to supplement 
(not duplicate) other federal assistance and can be used to repair homes, rebuild 
infrastructure, and revitalize the local economy (Boyd, 2011).  The CDBG-DR funds are 
allocated to a state, which either distributes the funds directly or provides the funds to 
sub-grantees for distribution. In certain cases, states will use CDBG-DR funds to build 
and implement an assistance program for disaster-affected individuals and households 
(Boyd, 2011).  For example, the State of Texas used CDBG-DR funds to create a 
Homeowner Assistance Program after Hurricane Harvey (GLO, 2020).  After Hurricane 
Sandy, New York City implemented its Build it Back program, and New Jersey created 
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homeowner and renter assistance programs using CDBG-DR monies (Petkova et al., 
2018; Kousky & Shabman, 2013).   
Because of the way CDBG-DR funds are allocated (through the appropriation 
process) and dispersed (through newly created programs), the assistance may take months 
to years before it reaches the hands of disaster survivors (Boyd, 2011).  Additionally, in 
many cases, the disaster survivors’ eligibility for state or local assistance programs is tied 
to their FEMA application number and/or documentation of FEMA’s determination of 
eligibility (Martin, 2018).  Usually this is done to ensure no duplication of benefits 
(which is expressly forbidden in statute) but may require the survivor to apply to several 
programs and retain numerous records (Martin & Teles, 2018).       
The National Flood Insurance Program 
Although the National Flood Insurance Program (NFIP) differs from the 
previously mentioned programs, flood insurance can be a significant part of household 
recovery (Horn & Webel, 2019).  The NFIP, administered by FEMA, subsidizes flood 
insurance policies so homeowners living in participating communities can buy affordable 
coverage (Horn & Webel, 2019).  Only 30% of all homes in the U.S. in high-risk flood 
area have flood insurance and roughly 4% of all homes in the U.S. are covered (Fields, 
2020).  Flood insurance is available to both homeowners and renters, and usually must be 
purchased at least 30 days before a flood event occurs (Horn & Webel, 2019).  Almost all 
homeowner’s insurance policies exclude flooding from their coverage and flood 
insurance must be purchased separately.  For those individuals purchasing a home within 
a high-risk flood area, a federally backed mortgage requires the purchase and 
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maintenance of a flood insurance policy (Horn & Webel, 2019).  For disaster survivors 
who have received FEMA or SBA assistance in the past and who live in a high-risk flood 
area, they must buy and maintain flood insurance to be eligible for future federal disaster 
assistance (Vinik, 2018; FEMA, 2017).   
As with any type of insurance, flood insurance policyholders who experience 
losses must file a claim with the insurance company, meet with an adjuster, and provide 
various verification and documentation (Horn & Webel, 2019).  For many disaster 
survivors, the flood insurance claims process is done at the same time as filing other 
insurance claims (i.e. for roof damage or car repair) and applying for government disaster 
assistance (Floodsmart.gov, 2020).  FEMA and SBA both require insurance information 
(either homeowners or flood insurance, or both) from applicants before awarding 
assistance (Lindsay & Webster, 2019).  If a survivor has inadequate insurance, FEMA 
and SBA can assist; however, the assistance process will stop if the applicant does not 
provide the requested insurance information (FEMA, 2019; Vinik, 2018).  FEMA 
strongly encourages all residents, even those living outside a high-risk flood area, to buy 
flood insurance.  In 2017, the average amount of FEMA assistance to a household was 
$5,000 whereas the average paid flood insurance claim was more than $91,000 
(Floodsmart.gov, 2020; Insurance Information Institute, 2019).     
Other Government Disaster Assistance Programs 
In some cases, individuals may receive disaster assistance from their local 
government, although this is relatively rare as local governments often rely on state or 
federal dollars for disaster recovery (Phillips, 2009).  Larger municipalities, like New 
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York City or Chicago, may distribute funds through their non-disaster social service 
programs.  Often, local jurisdictions work closely with non-profit organizations through 
already-established processes to provide assistance to residents in need (Phillips, 2009).  
In some cases, local governments facilitate and manage donations from non-profit and 
philanthropic organizations (Phillips, 2009).   
The U.S. system of disaster assistance to individuals and households is situated 
within the limited intervention model described in chapter one (Comerio, 1998; Phillips, 
2009).  The current system assumes the majority of survivors will have adequate 
insurance coverage and any assistance from the government will be supplementary, not 
primary (Comerio, 1998; Phillips, 2009).  Most federal funds for households are provided 
through FEMA, SBA, and HUD (Lindsay & Webster, 2019).  All programs require an 
application and verification process and are delivered within a set of rules and regulations 
under proscribed deadlines.  Each of these programs have timelines; generally, FEMA is 
offered first (although FEMA emphasizes the survivor should file an insurance claim as a 
first step), SBA is often offered concurrently with FEMA, and then HUD funding 
through CDBG-DR is offered later depending on the time of congressional appropriation.  
The timelines for these programs – with the attendant requirements and deadlines – 
overlap with each other, which also overlap with the survivors’ insurance claims process, 
the community’s permitting process, and a host of other processes a household must 










In designing this research project, I employed a qualitative research design using 
a phenomenological approach in order to explore my research questions: 
Central Question: What expectations do individuals who have never received 
government disaster assistance hold of government disaster assistance? 
Sub-Research Question 1: How do individuals form these expectations?  
Or, on what basis do they derive their expectations?   
Sub-Research Question 2: How do individuals’ expectations compare to 
what government actually provides disaster survivors? 
This chapter provides the philosophical reasoning for my research methods, ethical 
considerations, procedures for data collection and analysis, and steps I took to ensure 
quality and trustworthiness of my findings.   
Research Design 
Rationale for a Qualitative Approach
58 
 
Qualitative methods were a natural choice to explore the research questions, since I 
wanted to dig deeper into individuals’ expectations of government disaster assistance.  I 
was especially interested in exploring expectations within the context of the individuals’ 
personal beliefs, experiences, and social life (Creswell, 2003; Punch, 2005).  
Expectations are deeply embedded within the human experience of cognition; individuals 
use a vast collection of personal and social tools to create meaning out of the world 
around them (Olson, Roese, and Zanna, 1996; Roese and Sherman, 2007; Janzen et al., 
2006; Schneider, 2011).  A participant-centered, qualitative approach was necessary to 
find rich, contextual clues about how and why individuals hold certain expectations of 
government disaster assistance (Creswell, 2003; Denzin & Lincoln, 2000, Howard et al., 
2017).  
 Madill et al. (2000) said it is essential for the researcher to explain their 
epistemological posture when describing their research design (p.2).  The epistemological 
foundations of any research project can be found on a continuum, with radical 
constructivism on one end and a realist perspective on the other (Madill et al., 2000).  As 
a middle ground, the contextual constructivist position recognizes that individuals 
construct their own meanings of reality but allows the researcher to interpret those 
meanings to gain insight (Madill et al., 2000).  How individuals interpret the world is 
unique to each person and is relative to time and context (Larkin et al., 2006).  For the 
contextualist, “the relationship between accounts and the situations in which they were 
produced” is an essential clue to the unique, inner world of the individual (Madill et al., 
2000, p. 10). The researcher integrates this uniqueness and relativity into their 
interpretations to extract meaning (Larkin et al., 2006).  In designing this project, I 
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assumed a contextual constructivist posture to uphold the centrality of the individuals’ 
personal meaning-making while using a flexible, yet structured approach to interpret the 
findings.  I recognize phenomenology has a colorful ontological and epistemological 
history, having been considered both (or either) within the positivism/post-positivism and 
constructivism paradigms (Racher & Robinson, 2003).  Since Interpretive 
Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) draws more from Heidegger (and his 
constructivism/relativism) than Husserl (and his positivism) (Racher & Robinson, 2003), 
I feel comfortable situating myself within the contextual constructivist position under the 
large umbrella of phenomenological paradigms.   
Due to my contextual constructivist posture, I wanted to hear directly from 
individuals about their lived experiences (Creswell, 2003; Punch, 2005).  Thus far, the 
majority of studies about public sector expectations have used quantitative methods, such 
as Likert-scale surveys (Peterson et al., 2018; Lam et al., 2007; Charney et al., 2016; 
Darr, Kate & Moak, 2018; McNeill et al. 2013) and experiments (Van Ryzin, 2013; 
Filtenborg, Gaardboe, & Sigsgaard-Rasmussen, 2017).  While these studies are valuable, 
they are rooted in preconceived ideas of individuals’ expectations and gloss over the 
unique perspectives of the individual.  Interviewing participants, especially using semi-
structured interviews, offers flexibility to incorporate new perceptions and previously 
unexamined ideas (Gorden, 1998; Punch, 2005; Phillips, 1997; Weiss, 1994).  Because 
expectations are rooted in experiences, beliefs and feelings, it was important to hear from 
individuals in their own words (Gorden, 1998, p. 15).  Van Manen (1990) said our 
“experiences are soaked through with language” (p. 38) and the power of the participant’s 
words were central to this study.     
60 
 
In qualitative work, the researcher is the primary instrument (Guba and Lincoln, 
1981; Merriam, 2002).  The researcher’s epistemological posture contributes both to the 
design of the study and data collection, as well as how the data is interpreted and the 
findings are presented (Mantzoukas, 2004).  Recognizing my own role in this process 
was a key component of this study and throughout this chapter, I include reflexive 
thoughts and a positionality statement (see Appendix A) that influenced my decisions 
throughout the research process.  Overall, I recognized reality for both the participants 
and myself is largely socially constructed, and I can gain understanding through careful, 
considered interpretation.  These interpretations will be subjective but provide insight 
into the complexities of disaster expectations. 
Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis 
This study used Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) to collect and 
analyze the data through vignette-based, semi-structured interviews.  IPA is an outgrowth 
of the philosophy of phenomenology that provides a flexible structure to interpret data, 
centered on how individuals make sense of their experiences (Smith, 2011).  The aim of 
IPA is to “explore in detail the participant’s view…and get close to the participant’s 
world” (Smith, Jarman & Osborn, 1987, p. 218-219).  IPA researchers want to get an 
“insider’s perspective” (Conrad, 1987; Smith, Jarman & Osborn, 1987, p. 218) of how 
participants experience a phenomenon and then interpret the meanings participants 
ascribed to the experience in a particular context (Larkin et al., 2006).  This section will 
use Smith’s (2011) three foundational elements of IPA (phenomenology, hermeneutics 
and ideography) to explain why IPA was appropriate for this study and provide a 




Phenomenological research is rooted in the existentialist philosophies of Husserl, 
Heidegger, Sartre, and Merleau-Ponty, and focuses on the “lived experiences of the 
individual” (Groenwald, 2004, p. 44; Vagle, 2014).  Phenomenology allows the 
researcher to delve into the experiences of participants to understand their feelings and 
beliefs, “emphasizing the importance of personal perspective and interpretation” (Lester, 
1999, p. 1).  A guiding principle of phenomenological research is individuals’ 
experiences must be described by the researcher as authentically as possible, with a 
concerted effort to disregard norms and assumptions (Lester, 1999; Groenwald, 2004; 
Moustakas, 1994).  In disaster studies, phenomenology has been used to explore 
experiences of firefighters and emergency medical personnel (De Soir et al., 2012; 
Hearns & Deeny, 2007), as well as the experiences of volunteers (Clukey, 2010; Brooks 
et al., 2015) and disaster survivors (Hrostowski, & Rehner, 2012; Keene, 1998; Raholm 
et al., 2008).   
Phenomenological research design is especially suited for work on expectations, 
since expectancy is a complex part of human consciousness.  Consciousness for the 
phenomenologist is the core of the experience instead of the “reality” of the external 
world (Moustakas, 1994; Lester, 1999).  Our understanding of the world and our place in 
it is rooted in experiences as we continuously, unconsciously interpret the world around 
us (Smith, 2011).  Ricoeur (1992) said our lives are filled with the stories we tell 
ourselves to make sense of and reconcile our past, present and future selves.  In this way, 
consciousness plays a central role in future thinking and expectancy.  Heideggar’s 
concept of dasein is a “co-realization” of the past, present and future, as “the future is not 
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later than having been, and having-been is not earlier than the present” (Heideggar, 1968, 
p. 401; Wheeler, 2011; Finlay 2011).  Phenomenological researchers recognize the 
temporal element of our experiences, which are inherently tangled up in perceptions of 
the past, present and future (De Boer, van der Hulst & Slatman, 2015, p. 412).   
While many phenomenological studies explore individuals’ past experiences, this 
study explored participant’s past experiences in relation to their anticipation of future 
events.  Participants were asked questions based on fictional vignettes to facilitate future 
thinking; when answering these questions, participants reached back to their experiences 
to explain their beliefs about the future.  Other researchers have similarly used 
phenomenology to explore expectations; Davis (2005) and Vickers and Parris (2007) 
used phenomenology to examine patient and nurses’ expectations of certain medical 
procedures, and a number of other studies explore various experiences within the medical 
community (examples: Zadvinskis et al., 2014, Gibbins & Thomson, 2001; Moyle, 2003; 
Snelgrove, 2014).  The fields of education (Siler & Kleiner, 2001), psychology and social 
work (Hutt, Scott & King, 1983; Humbert et al., 2014), and business and marketing 
(Thomas & Menon, 2007; Cope, 2005) all claim studies about individual expectations 
using a phenomenological approach.   
The other element of this study that made phenomenology uniquely suited was the 
unfamiliarity of a future disaster event.  I wanted to hear from individuals who had not 
been personally and significantly affected by a disaster in order to gain their “pre-
disaster” perspectives of government and disaster assistance.  For most of the 
participants, experiencing a disaster was viewed as an improbable event.  This meant I 
had to ask the participants to imagine themselves in a fictional scenario and provide 
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answers based on what they believed they would do, feel, and believe.  This imagining 
aligns with the concept of phenomenology’s “intentionality” and Husserl’s ideas of 
intentional content (Spear, 2011).  Here, intentionality does not mean to describe the 
participants’ intentions toward future action.  Instead, “the intentional act…is the 
particular kind of mental event that it is, whether this be perceiving, believing, 
evaluating, remembering, or something else” (Spear, 2011, n.p.).  Husserl had three types 
of intentionality, intentional act (above), intentional object, and intentional content, to 
describe various mental processes.  While intentional objects are more tangible and 
concrete for the individual, intentional content can be imagined, theoretical, or about 
“non-existent objects” (Spear, 2011, n.p.).  In Spear’s (2011) work on Husserl’s 
intentional content, he says it is “possible to have meaningful experiences, thoughts, and 
beliefs about these things even though the corresponding objects do not exist, at least not 
in any ordinary sense of ‘exist’” (n.p.).  In this way, phenomenology provides a 
philosophical foundation to examine the thoughts and beliefs participants have of an 
“imagined” event like a disaster, in order to find valuable meaning and insight.    
Hermeneutics 
IPA acknowledges “the central role of interpretation in negotiating meaning” of 
the participants’ lived experiences (Snelgrove, 2014, p. 2).  As a tool for research, 
phenomenology generally falls in two categories; descriptive and hermeneutical. 
Descriptive phenomenology was favored by Husserl and focuses on the authentic 
description of participants’ experience with little interpretation.  Alternatively, 
interpretive phenomenology is rooted in Heidegger’s (1962) concept of dasein where 
“the things themselves” are always based on our interpretation.  All of our interactions 
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with the world undergo internal interpretation and are never “presupposition-less” 
(Heidegger, 1962, p. 191-192); we use experiences and beliefs to find meaning through 
an on-going basis as we live our lives.  Since “experience cannot be plucked 
straightforwardly from the heads of participants,” IPA researchers interpret other’s 
experiences through in-depth, semi-structured interviews and careful analysis of written 
transcripts (Smith, 2011, p. 3).   
IPA uses a double-hermeneutic process, “whereby the researcher is trying to make 
sense of the participant trying to make sense of what is happening to them” (Smith, 2011, 
p. 10).  This is especially true for this study, as participants considered the unfamiliar and 
largely notional experience of a disaster event.  Several said they were “just thinking out 
loud” as they spoke; they vocalized their interpretation process by saying things like, 
“based on my experience, I believe…” and “After going through [Hurricane] Isabel, I 
think…”  My role was to facilitate the double-hermeneutic process by interpreting the 
participant’s interpretations using their words and contextual clues. 
Related to the double-hermeneutic process is the “hermeneutic circle” of IPA, 
where the researcher continually compares the parts and the whole to make sense of the 
data (Smith & Osborn, 2003).  IPA researchers shift back and forth through the data in a 
non-linear manner, “examining the whole in light of its parts, the parts in light of the 
whole, and the contexts in which the whole and parts are embedded” (Eatough & Smith, 
2017, p. 198).  This requires a multi-layered analysis where multiple parts (such as a 
sentence or an interview transcript) are continually compared to the whole (such as a 
paragraph of text or the entirety of the research project) (Eatough & Smith, 2017, p.198).  
This circular process allows the participants’ meaning to “shine forth” for the researcher 
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(Eatough & Smith, p. 198).    
Bracketing and bridling are important concepts within phenomenological research 
design (Vagle, 2014; Groenewald, 2004; Smith 2011).  The purpose of bracketing for the 
researcher to “bracket out” or “step away” from their own experiences to “see through” 
the experiences described by the participant (Vagle, 2014; Groenewald, 2004).  Although 
the researcher can never entirely disentangle themselves from their pre-suppositions, 
phenomenology requires a concerted effort to set aside these perceived notions and 
approach the topic and participants with openness and empathy (Finlay, 2008).  Vagle 
(2014) prefers to use the term bridling instead of bracketing for this personal activity, 
since the point is to “bridle one’s understanding of the phenomenon” (p. 67).  Dahlberg 
(2006) approaches bridling as taking “a reflective stance that helps us ‘slacken’ the firm 
intentional threads that tie us to the world” (p. 16).   
Central to any phenomenological study is the recognition that the researcher’s 
beliefs, experiences and biases influence their decisions throughout the project (Vagle, 
2014; Finlay, 2008; Dalberg, 2006).  As an academic and a practitioner, the process of 
“setting aside” my assumptions was especially important (Finlay, 2008).  Since I have 
been a FEMA employee for more than 15 years, it was incumbent upon me to thoroughly 
consider my own biases and taken-for-granted assumptions.  While I am not able to fully 
remove my personal knowledge or experiences about the phenomenon, I was committed 
to approaching the topic with an authentic, genuine openness to the participant’s 
perspective.  Throughout this project, I maintained a journal and kept careful notes about 
my thoughts during the data collection and analysis procedures.  Before I began this 
project, I drafted a positionality statement to reflect my beliefs about expectations of 
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government disaster assistance (see Appendix A).  Finlay (2008) says the researcher’s 
prior knowledge of the subject should be bracketed but can also be used to gain further 
insights.  For the phenomenologist, “past knowledge is both restricted and used to 
interrogate the meanings that come to be, in order for the researcher to be more fully 
open to the research encounter” (Finlay, 2008, p. 29).  Bridling in this study was a 
continual process and evident in my positionality statement, the reflexive notes in my 
journal, and the case notes written after each interview.   
Ideography 
IPA is idiographic in nature, “examining the detailed experience of each case in 
turn, prior to the move to more general claims” (Smith & Osborn, 2015, p. 41-42).  IPA 
intentionally reverts back to the specifics of the participant’s experience and their unique 
contribution to understanding the phenomenon through a “detailed and nuanced analysis” 
(Tuffour, 2017, p. 4).  For IPA researchers, “there is more of a focus on the possible 
transferability of findings from group to group rather than generalization” (Hefferon & 
Gil-Rodriguez, 2011, p. 758).  Transferability is a recognized aspect of qualitative 
research, achieved through thick description with contextual details of both the 
participants and the methodology (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  In practice, this means a 
smaller, homogenous sample and an emphasis on each participant’s perspective.  For 
many IPA projects, a small number of participant interviews are treated as individual case 
studies; however, for this study, I used Smith, Jarman and Osborn’s (1999) approach to 
explore shared experiences across a larger number of participants.  This meant 
identifying “mutually relevant themes across all participants” to enable “subsequent, 
more detailed analysis where personally distinct experiences could then be considered” 
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(Smith, Jarman & Osborn, 1999, p. 229).  While my interpretations using IPA are not 
generalizable beyond the participants in this study, they contribute to an overall 
understanding of the phenomenon of having expectations of government disaster 
assistance.    
Limitations of IPA 
 It is important to recognize IPA has certain limitations (Tuffour, 2017).  The 
majority of criticism centers around phenomenology’s unstructured approach and its 
subjectivity (Smith, 2011; Finlay, 2009).  Smith, Flower and Larkin (2009) address these 
criticisms in a number of ways.  Phenomenology is intentionally unstructured to allow for 
an authentic exploration of the complex and often messy “lived experiences” of the 
individual (Smith, Flower & Larkin, 2009).  IPA provides a framework to 
phenomenology philosophy that allows for this exploration within parameters of rigorous 
scholarship (Smith, Flower & Larkin, 2009).  Since I have not used IPA before, I used an 
example IPA method like Smith, Jarman & Osborn’s (1999) work on exploring shared 
experiences across a larger number of participants.  This provided a structured approach 
to organize my data collection and analysis.  IPA’s subjectivity is an inherent part of the 
research, dependent on both the participant’s and researcher’s positionality (Tuffour, 
2017, p. 5).  The IPA researcher engages in “extra attentiveness” of obtaining a detailed 
account of the participant’s experiences to produce “rich and exhaustive data” (Tuffour, 
2017, p. 3). Bracketing and bridling are used to mitigate preconceived ideas and bias.  
For this project, the data collection and analysis procedures were followed to ensure 
exhaustive details and authenticity were captured in every step of the research process.   
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 Throughout this project, I was committed to engaging in reflexive and reflective 
thinking (Langdridge, 2007; Rettke, 2018; Finlay, 2008).  I kept a journal to capture my 
thoughts and ideas about the topic and my data, but also about my feelings and emotions.  
In order to authentically convey the participants’ experiences, it was important for me to 
consistently examine my own beliefs throughout the data collection and analysis 
processes.  In addition to journaling and exhaustive note-taking, I spoke with my advisors 
and peers about this research process to ensure I maintained a posture of self-reflection 
throughout the project. 
Data Collection 
 Between October 2019 and February 2020, I collected data through 24 semi-
structured interviews.  This section first provides an overview of the steps I took to 
ensure ethical principles were observed before, during and after my interviews.  I then 
summarize my recruitment strategies, the population sample, the interview protocol, and 
the use of vignettes in this project.  I conclude this section with a description of my pilot 
and the interview process.   
Ethics 
This study was approved by the Oklahoma State University – Stillwater 
Institutional Review Board (IRB) on October 22, 2019 (see Appendix B).  This study 
adhered to the Code of Human Research Ethics and the principles of “respect of persons, 
beneficence and justice” (IRB, 2019, n.p.).  I submitted the project application to the IRB 
before I began recruiting participants for my pilot.  Although this study did not pose a 
high risk to participants, I took care to ensure consent, confidentiality, and transparency 
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were maintained in every participant interaction (Shaw, 2003; Creswell, 2007; Ausbrooks 
et al., 2009).   
Consent.  All participants volunteered to participate in this study and responded 
to my solicitation verbally or in writing.  Most of the participants contacted me after 
seeing a solicitation in a newsletter or they provided their names on a contact sheet (full 
description provided below).  At the beginning of each interview, I verbally reviewed the 
consent form (see Appendix C), emphasizing they could withdraw their consent at any 
time during or after the interview.  Each participant signed a consent form and received a 
copy for their records.  As I explained the purpose of the study and the risks, I made sure 
to pause to give the participant time to read the document and ask questions.  I was also 
aware of any non-verbal indicators of unease; two participants (who were also lawyers) 
asked follow-up questions about confidentiality and after I answered, had no more 
concerns.   
Confidentiality.  All participants’ names and identifying information were kept 
confidential throughout this project.  I collected the participant’s names, email address 
and, sometimes, phone numbers via the email exchanges to set up the interviews.  During 
the interview, I did not write the participants name on the hardcopy interview guide I 
used to keep notes.  Instead, I assigned them a number and used this number for all 
subsequent documents on my computer and other electronic files.  I was careful not to 
say their name during the audio recording.  After the audio recordings were reviewed and 
transcribed, they were destroyed.  No one had access to the names or contact information 
for the participants during this process besides myself.  There are no documents that link 
the participant’s name with the number assigned to them.   
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Transparency.  Throughout the interview process, I was committed to putting the 
participants’ preferences first.  I interviewed them at whatever location they preferred and 
did my best to make them feel comfortable during the interview.  Part of this was being 
transparent about who I am, my academic background, my employment with FEMA, and 
how I plan to use their data.  Several participants asked me questions about my profession 
and the study, and I was open and honest in my replies.  Participants often asked why I 
was asking certain questions or “what I was getting at?”  I was always truthful and used 
the opportunity to solicit feedback and deepen the conversation.  In this vein, each 
participant was treated as a “co-researcher,” as we jointly sorted through the complexities 
of disaster assistance (Finlay, 2009).  I believe my transparency increased their comfort 
level (as well as their interest) and produced deeper, richer data.   
Population Sample 
I interviewed a total of 24 participants for this study, five of which were a part of 
my pilot.  A small sample is appropriate for a phenomenological design, since the 
intention is to generate longer, in-depth interviews (Groenewald, 2004; Vagle, 2014, p. 
75).  Some phenomenologists prefer small sample sizes of six to eight participants while 
others choose anywhere between two and 25 (Alase, 2017).  In Smith, Jarman and 
Osborn’s (1999) guidance on IPA procedures, they use an example of a study with 14 
participants, which is in-line with my sample size.  
A homogenous sample is preferred in phenomenology, in order to gain a deeper 
rather than broader understanding of the participants’ experiences.  Creswell (2013) said 
“it is essential that all participants have [similar lived] experience of the phenomenon 
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being studied” (p. 155).  In this study, the participants represented a homogenous group 
of individuals who, while all unique, shared certain characteristics.  Across the sample, 
they all were adults above age 18, either owned or rented their home, and had never 
applied for government disaster assistance.  They were all Caucasian and, while I did not 
ask for income, indicated they fell toward the middle or high end of the socio-economic 
spectrum.  The sample skewed older, single, and female as 10 participants were above the 
age of 60, 12 lived alone, and 17 identified as female (see Table 1).  Seven participants 
rent their home from a landlord or property management company; the remaining 17 own 
their homes.  Fifteen participants live in a community governed by a Homeowners 
Association (HOA) or some kind of governing board.  All participants live in the 
Washington, DC metro area except three; one lives in Connecticut and two reside in rural 
Wisconsin.   
Table 1: Participant Characteristics and Length of Interview 
Participant 
Number 
Gender Age Household 
Number 
Profession Length of 
Interview 
P1 F 31 2 STUDENT 27 min 
P2 F 24 1 STUDENT 29 min 
P3 M ~55 2 ENTREPRENEUR 57 min 
P4 F 52 1 UX DESIGNER 48 min 




P6 M 35 6 ARMY OFFICER 53 min 
P7a M 79 2 RETIRED 1 hr 31 
min 
P7b F 77 2 RETIRED 1 hr 31 
min 
P7c F 45 2 DATA ANALYST 1 hr 31 
min 
P8 F 68 1 RETIRED 44 min 
P9 F 65 1 RETIRED 36 min 
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P10 F  69 1 RETIRED 43 min 
P11 F 73 1 RETIRED 48 min 
P12 M 73 2 MINISTER 28 min 
P13 F 73 2 RETIRED 45 min 
P14a F ~50 3 TV PRODUCER 58 min 
P14b M ~70 3 RETIRED 58 min 
P15 M 63 1 MUSEUM 
CURATOR 
57 min 
P16 M 38 1 LAWYER 46 min 
P17 F 41 2 EVENT PLANNER 1 hr 26 
min 
P18 F 39 2 HR MANAGER 55 min 
P19 F 66 1 LAWYER 47 min 
P20 F 60 1 LAWYER 39 min 
P21 F 46 1 PUBLIC HEALTH 57 min 
 
Participants were selected using a convenience sampling technique (Creswell, 
2007, p. 128), with the somewhat purposeful criteria of limited experience with 
government disaster assistance.  Simply speaking, I wanted to interview individuals who 
had never applied for or received FEMA Individual Assistance or a state household-level 
disaster assistance program.  One woman received government disaster assistance via a 
special needs shelter in the state of Florida during Hurricane Irma; however, she did not 
go through a process of applying for or receiving any other types of government 
assistance. 
Recruitment and Location 
Recruiting participants who do not have a certain experience, like applying for 
government disaster assistance, was surprisingly challenging.  Whereas other researchers 
could say, “if you’ve experienced X, I want to hear your story!”, I was placed in the odd 
position of asking people to speak about unfamiliar topics.  For those who declined to be 
interviewed, they made comments like “I don’t really have much to say about that.” In 
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order to recruit participants, I used four different methods:  face-to-face recruitment, 
announcements made in select Georgetown University student newsletters, an ad placed 
in a community newsletter, and soliciting volunteers through a local craft group. I also 
offered $10 gift cards to compensate participants for their time (approved by the IRB).    
Face to face recruitment was conducted by asking individuals I personally knew if 
they would participate in the study, using the protocol approved through the IRB at 
Oklahoma State University-Stillwater (see Appendix D). This process yielded my first 
three interviews (P1, P2 & P3) as well as the two interviews conducted in Wisconsin.  
The first two interviews, which I consider a part of my pilot interviews, were with 
students I had taught at Georgetown University’s School of Continuing Studies 
Emergency and Disaster Management (EDM) program.  These participants live in 
Washington, DC and the interviews took place on campus in study rooms.  One interview 
(P3), also part of my pilot, was recruited after striking up a conversation on an airplane; 
the participant resides in Connecticut and the interview was conducted at 30,000 feet.  
The other two participants I recruited face-to-face (P12 & P13) are married, live in 
Wisconsin, and I interviewed them each separately in their home. 
Early in my recruitment phase, I considered interviewing students within the 
Georgetown EDM program, since several had indicated an interest in my dissertation and 
I knew the program director would be supportive.  I chose not to recruit from the student 
pool because I wanted participants who were less familiar with disaster management and 
I was concerned with the power dynamic of interviewing my own students.  However, I 
reached out to the directors of the adjacent Integrated Marketing Communications 
program and the Real Estate programs.  Both programs send out monthly emails to their 
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students and they agreed to include my recruitment information for the month of 
November, 2019.  I received six emails from interested individuals and I responded with 
a detailed explanation of my project and the interview process (this was done for all 
participants who emailed with interest; an example can be found in Appendix E).  Of the 
six, I interviewed two participants (P5 & P6) who live in Washington, DC and Northern 
Virginia, and conducted the interviews on-campus in study rooms.     
I also placed an ad in my local community newsletter, sent out each month by the 
Parkfairfax Homeowners Association.  These ads ran from October 2019 through 
February 2020 (see Appendix F) and yielded six interviews.  The participants all lived in 
the Parkfairfax community, which is a historic neighborhood of 1,600 units (townhomes 
and apartments) covering 130 acres in Alexandria, VA.  These interviews were conducted 
in the participants’ home (P17) or at a coffee shop or a nearby restaurant (P4, P15, P16, 
P18, & P21).   
The remaining eleven participants were recruited by leveraging my membership 
in a local craft group, the Colonial Rug Hookers.  This group is a part of the National 
Association of Traditional Hooking Artists and provides a monthly meet-up for 
individuals who make wool rugs using traditional hooked methods.  After gaining 
permission from the chapter president, I made an announcement and sent around a 
volunteer sign-up sheet at the November 2019 meeting.  I followed up with the 
volunteers via email with more information to schedule interviews (see Appendix E).  For 
two of these interviews, when I arrived at their home, the participant wanted family 
members interviewed at the same time.  For one participant this meant interviewing her, 
her husband, and her daughter (P7a, P7b & P7c); for another, this meant interviewing her 
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and her husband (P14a & P14b).  Although I was initially uneasy, I conducted the 
interviews using the same protocol, took copious notes, and tried to ensure all 
participants felt welcome and valued.  In these group interviews, all individuals actively 
participated (none were silent or spoke less than the others), so I included them as full 
participants of this study.  Of all of the interviews recruited from the Colonial Rug 
Hookers, six were conducted in their homes (P7a, P7b, P7c, P14a, P14b & P19) and five 
were conducted in a coffee shop or restaurant (P8, P9, P10, P11, P20).  These participants 
live in cities in Northern Virginia, including Arlington, Front Royal, Reston, Fairfax, and 
Chantilly.  
The Interview Process 
Each interview started with pleasantries, where I gave a short overview of my 
research project and a little of my educational and professional background.  I then 
transitioned to the consent process.  I explained the consent form verbally and then gave 
the participant time to read the form while I remained quiet.  After each of them signed, I 
also signed it and gave them a copy.  I then asked if it okay to start recording (all agreed) 
and I proceeded to ask questions using the interview protocol.  During the interview 
itself, I took copious notes which included personal thoughts, feelings, and impressions 
(Groenewald, 2004).  My intention was to approach each interview with openness, active 
listening, and empathy.  After the interview was done, I thanked the participants and 
reiterated their identity and answers would remain confidential.  Once home, I sent each 
participant an email with appreciation for their time and my contact information if they 




Piloting the interview protocol is an accepted and encouraged practice in 
qualitative work, since it can clarify the study’s purpose and help novice interviewers 
gain skills and confidence (Van Teijlingen et al., 2001, p. 3).  The first five interviews 
served as my pilot; after each interview, I listened to the audio recordings and reflected 
on what went well and what went poorly, taking note of my own responses and posture.  I 
tweaked the vignettes for clarity and improved my probing questions.  In the pilot, I 
asked the demographic questions at the end of the interview but it did not feel quite right; 
one participant suggested I ask them first “to get them out of the way,” which was a vast 
improvement to smoothly wrapping up each interview.  My first five interviews were 
shorter in length (see Table 1) but my skills improved and the interviews grew longer 
with experience.  Additionally, after I listened to the recordings from the pilot interviews, 
I noticed I chimed in with too many affirmative comments; I made a concerted effort in 
the remaining interviews to be quieter and less vocal.   The pilot interviews provided the 
opportunity to make changes to my process which significantly improved the quality of 
the rest of the interviews.   
Since I received IRB approval before I began the pilot, I used data from the pilot 
interviews in this study.  Additionally, I checked with my advisor and the OSU-Stillwater 
IRB office to verify the small changes to the interview protocol were not sufficient to re-
submit the IRB application.   
Vignettes 
Semi-structured interviews are used extensively in IPA research (Smith et al., 
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2011) and provide a flexible yet structured approach to collect data (Creswell, 2009). 
However, since I wanted to ask participants questions about an unfamiliar experience, my 
interview protocol needed to go beyond the traditional semi-structured approach.  
Vignettes offered a mechanism to explore individuals’ beliefs about both an unfamiliar 
and unpredictable future event.  Finch (1987) describes vignettes as “short stories about 
hypothetical characters in specified circumstances, to whose situation the interviewee is 
invited to respond” (p. 105).  Vignettes in sociological research usually falls in two 
groups, either “snapshot” vignettes with independent scenarios and “developmental” 
vignettes with connected stories that build on each other (Jenkins et al., 2010).  This 
study used the snapshot approach, with each of the five vignettes independent of the 
others.  Additionally, the vignettes in this study used the participant as the central actor 
(the we-orientation), instead of fictional characters (the thou-orientation) (Jenkins et al., 
2010).  Both orientations are valid and useful, but I chose to keep the participants as 
primary actors since I wanted the individual to be central to this project.  The full 
interview guide and vignettes can be found in Appendix G.    
Jenkins et al. (2010) draw on Schutz’s (1970) work to emphasize that, while 
vignettes provide insight, the researcher should be clear about what kind of insight they 
are seeking. Individuals employ different cognitive processes when faced with a vignette, 
as their motivations for answering the questions are undeniably different than when faced 
with actual scenario (this is especially true for disaster scenarios).  Finch (1987) warned 
against the ““misuse” of vignettes through blurring the lines between beliefs about 
actions and actions themselves” (p. 113).  The purpose of this project and the use of 
vignettes is not to predict behavior or gauge what participants would “actually” do in a 
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disaster scenario.  Instead, vignettes were used “to achieve insight into the social 
components of the participant’s interpretative framework and perceptual processes” 
(Jenkins et al., 2010, p.178).  The vignettes provoked thought about unfamiliar 
circumstances that are driven by taken-for-granted assumptions (Jenkins et al., 2010), 
like the role of government and their community during a disaster.   
Using vignettes within a phenomenological approach has been done by several 
researchers (examples: Pitard, 2015; Allen-Collinson et al., 2016; Denovan & Macaskill; 
2013), as a mechanism to “explore the unquestioned beliefs about which interviewees 
hold regarding their life-worlds” (Jenkins et al., 2010, p. 192).  Several researchers have 
also used a combination of vignettes with IPA, (Mole et al., 2019; Denovan & Macaskill, 
2013; Yungblut et al., 2012) with the recognition that “creating vignettes not only 
centralizes participants lived experiences and voices, but makes them more accessible to 
those outside of the experience” (Yungblut et al., 2012, p. 43).  Since IPA is a flexible, 
moderately structured approach (Smith, Jansen & Osborn, 1999), the use of vignettes 
within IPA is appropriate and particularly useful for the study about future-thinking.  In 
addition to asking standard questions related to each vignette, I also asked “unscripted 
questions and probed further [based on] participants’ responses” (Jenkins et al., 2010, 
p.177).  
The Interview Guide 
The interview guide (see Appendix G) was created based on the disaster and 
psychology literature (Jenkins et al., 2010; Weiss, 1995; Neal, 1997; Stallings, 2003), 
with help from my advisors. I started each interview by asking basic demographic 
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questions about age, gender, household composition, profession, and political affiliation.  
I then moved on to the first question, where I asked the participant to tell me about their 
community.  This question was meant as an icebreaker and I asked a variety of follow-up 
questions specific to their answers (Barter & Renold, 1999).  I then asked if the 
participants had any close friends in their neighborhood and, if so, to tell me about them.  
The intention of these questions was to increase the comfort level of the participant and 
establish a rapport (Weiss, 1995).   To follow, I asked if their community and if they, 
personally, had ever experienced a disaster.  I intentionally left the word disaster vague; I 
allowed the participants to interpret “disaster” however they chose and only offered a 
definition if asked to do so.  I then moved onto the vignette portion of the interview. 
The vignettes (see Appendix G) were based on the traditional disaster cycle (Neal, 
1997) as they asked participants about preparedness, response and recovery scenarios.  
The majority of the interviews were spent exploring the recovery phase.  The first 
vignette described a storm predicted to impact the participants’ neighborhood in the next 
24 hours.  The second vignette described a storm producing minor damage to the 
participants’ home and neighborhood.  The third vignette was of a significant storm 
creating major damage, leaving the participants’ home uninhabitable.  The fourth vignette 
was of a storm that did not impact the participants’ home, but destroyed their neighbors’ 
home.  The fifth vignette was of a major storm that significantly impacted either the 
home of either the participant or their neighbor and FEMA Individual Assistance was 
available.   
Jenkins et al. (2010) emphasizes the importance of vignettes having the right 
balance of believability and specificity.  For almost all of the participants, I used a 
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hurricane as the hazard; for the two Wisconsin residents, I used a tornado.  I verified with 
each participant the hazard as plausible (believable) for their location (Barter & Renold, 
1999).  Each vignette was intentionally succinct and brief, with “sufficient context for 
respondents to have an understanding about the situation being depicted, but vague 
enough to ‘force’ participants to provide additional factors which influence their 
decisions” (Barter & Renold, 1999, p. 5).  During some interviews, I slightly modified 
the subsequent vignette based on their answers to the previous ones.  After each vignette 
was presented, I asked the participants what they would do, think, and feel.  I then asked 
questions about what they expected their community and government would do in each 
scenario.      
The final question of the interview asked, “Do you trust the government to help 
you during a future disaster if you needed it?”  Afterward, I closed the interview by 
asking if the participants had any questions for me or if there were any topics they wanted 
to revisit.  Several participants took this opportunity to clarify their earlier comments or 
to say, in thinking about it, they wanted to add certain points.  Other participants were 
curious about me, the research project, or what I had learned from other participants.   
Data Analysis 
Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) does not have a rigid, standard 
set of steps for data analysis; instead, it is a flexible process that focuses on the 
phenomenon being studied and the participants’ who are trying to make sense of it.  
While the opportunity for creativity within IPA is exciting, as a novice researcher, it felt 
daunting.  I used Smith, Jarman and Osborn’s (1999) model of exploring shared 
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experiences to guide the analysis process, as described below. The section concludes with 
a description of the steps I took to ensure quality and trustworthiness in both my data 
collection and my analysis.   
Data Analysis 
IPA researchers use the hermeneutic circle to work through their data, in a process 
of going back and forth through the parts and the whole (Smith, 2011).  In this way, IPA 
researchers listen to the audio recordings multiple times, read and re-read each transcript, 
take notes and capture details to find meaning units and overarching themes (Smith, 
2011).  The process is repeated for each transcript and as the parts begin to make up the 
whole, themes emerge that reflect the similar experiences across all participants (Smith, 
Jarman & Osborn, 1999).  These themes are used to find and explore the meanings 
ascribed to the topic by the interviewees and allow for deeper analysis by the researcher.  
The themes are then worked through to find similarities and dissimilarities and crafted 
into a narrative that shows contextual relationships throughout the findings (Smith, 
Jarman & Osborn, 1999).   
Transcribing 
The recordings of each interview were uploaded to an electronic transcription 
service, temi.com.  This service was used because it was quick and inexpensive, but the 
transcriptions were often incomplete or inaccurate.  For each interview, I listened to the 
audio file and combed the transcript line-by-line to ensure it captured the participant’s 
words.  I did not remove “filler” words like “uh” or “ah” in order to capture the 
participant’s words as closely as possible.  I added notations for significant or longer 
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pauses, as well as laughter or other verbal sounds.  After completing each transcript, I 
read the transcript again and wrote an interview summary.  These summaries integrated 
my hand-written notes from each interview and captured background information on the 
participant, the setting, the participants’ mannerisms and non-verbal communication, 
words and phrases that jumped out at me, key themes, and my own feelings as I 
conducted the interview.  This process was essential for me “to become familiar with the 
words of the interviewee/informant in order to develop a holistic sense, the ‘gestalt’” 
(Groenewald, 2004, p. 50).  By repeatedly listening and considering the words of the 
participant, I received a fuller understanding of the uniqueness of the individual and their 
lived experience (Vagle, 2014).   While this process was labor-intensive, it gave me the 
opportunity to fully immerse myself in the interview (both audio and written) several 
times, with a strong attention to detail.   
Developing Codes and Emergent Themes 
 Each transcript and the interview summaries were uploaded to Atlas.ti.  Atlas.ti is 
a well-known software program used by qualitative researchers to develop codes, visually 
show relationships, and retain records (Friese, 2019).  My coding process was done in 
three stages resulting in descriptive codes, thematic codes, and relationship codes.   
My first phase of coding was descriptive coding, creating simple codes that 
reflected the answers to the interview questions (Friese, 2019; Saldana, 2015; Miles & 
Huberman, 1994).  These were grouped according to the interview questions and 
vignettes.  For example, I grouped all codes related to the first vignette about pre-storm 
activities under a PRE-DISASTER code.  These included codes like “pre-disaster: gov’t 
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info sharing” and “pre-disaster: concern for neighbors.”  I also coded demographic 
information, feelings and emotions, interesting phrases with invivo codes, and other big 
chunks of text with basic descriptor codes (like community attributes).  The purpose of 
this phase was to get a feel for coding and “notice things” that were not apparent in my 
summaries (Friese, 2019).  At the end of this phase, I had about 100 codes (see Appendix 
H).   
The second phase of coding was to group the codes across major themes.  For 
example, “helping neighbors” was found under “pre-disaster activity” as well as under 
“minor damage” and “major damage.”  I looked through each code individually and read 
the excerpts several times to find the best grouping for each.  At the end of this process, I 
found eight theme groups: personal attributes, community attributes, experiences, trust in 
government, role of government, expectations of government, expectations of oneself, 
and expectations of an HOA, insurance, community and/or NGO.  These themes were 
broad, but I felt confident all of the data could be grouped into one of these categories.  I 
moved codes (as well as lumped and split them) into these theme groups within the 
software to get a sense of the whole (Sandana, 2015).  Each group now had between four 
and 26 codes associated with it.  I also created new codes during this phase as needed.  
For example, I originally just coded all experiences generically; I now split the code into 
“direct hazard experience,” “vicarious hazard experience,” and “experience with other 
government programs” (see Appendix I). 
The third phase of coding was focused on finding relationships across the theme 
groups.  In Atlas.ti, I ran an analysis report of all coded text for each of my eight groups.  
These reports provided the excerpts of the coded transcripts and I read through each to 
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get a sense of the overall theme.  In certain cases, I had to go back and move codes to 
other groups.  For example, I had grouped all references to fraud together and placed 
them in the group of expectations of government.  However, when re-reading these 
codes, I found that those comments needed to be split into two; individuals expressed 
their determination to avoid being victims of scams after a disaster and they also 
expressed concern that other people may receive government disaster assistance 
fraudulently (two different concepts).  After I re-read the coded text for each grouping, I 
wrote a lengthy narrative report for each.  These reports grouped similar experiences and 
themes together, with multiple quotes for examples.   
As I wrote these reports, I began to see relationships emerge across the themes.  
For example, individuals conveyed different types of experiences when answering 
questions.  Participants talked more about direct experiences with hazards when 
describing personal action.  But, when they talked about government responsibility, they 
described vicarious experiences of seeing disasters on TV or applying for other 
government programs.  As the narrative reports came together, a larger picture of how the 
various themes interacted became apparent that revealed the reasons for particular beliefs 
and influencing factors.  For example, participants described their beliefs about perceived 
responsibilities as influenced by the size and predictability of the disaster.  The final five 
themes that emerged from these narrative reports were experiences, perceived 
responsibilities, trust in government, attributes of government disaster assistance, and 
beliefs about the role of government.  
As I wrote my narrative reports for each theme, I was concerned I would lose the 
participants’ unique “inner world of the experience” (Hycner, 1999, pp. 153-154) by 
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looking at the parts, instead of the whole.  To ensure that I had not, I went back to the 
original transcripts and re-read them during this phase.  I also read and re-read the hazard 
experiences the participants conveyed, since they were poignant and meaningful; I 
wanted their mannerisms and the words they chose, the little asides and offshoot stories, 
and all the meanings behind them to be constantly on my mind as I conducted the 
analysis.  I also wrote brief summaries of each participants’ interviews again, this time 
using the five themes as a validation exercise to ensure I was finding and reflecting their 
unique meanings.  In addition, throughout this process I kept a journal of thoughts about 
my findings and continually worked with my advisors as I “tried out” different ideas.   
Quality, Trustworthiness and Limitations 
 Ensuring quality in any qualitative research project is essential to increasing 
confidence in the analysis and results.  While quantitative methods strive for 
generalizability, validity and replicability, qualitative work focuses on quality, 
trustworthiness and transparency, and rigor (Yardley, 2008; Rolfe, 2006).  For the IPA 
researcher, these dimensions are even more important as IPA is a “creative process” and 
“there is no clear right or wrong way of conducting this sort of analysis” (Smith et al., 
2009, p.80, p. 184). 
Several researchers have addressed quality of phenomenological research (Smith, 
2011; Tuffour, 2017; Larkin, Watts & Clifton, 2007; Hycner, 1985; Vagle, 2014).  The 
challenges of phenomenology are similar to those of any type of qualitative work, with 
limitations related to generalizability, subjectivity, validity, and replicability (Smith, 
2011).  These issues are especially noticeable in phenomenology due to its ideography 
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and the centrality of individuals’ lived experience.  The philosophical orientation of 
phenomenological research precludes many of these challenges by embracing them as 
central to its approach (Vagle, 2014, Hycner, 1985).  Phenomenological researchers 
recognize their studies will not be generalizable due to the focus on the particular instead 
of the universal (Snelgrove, 2014), but this concern is outweighed by the deeper, richer 
knowledge attained in longer, in-depth interviews (Hycner, 1985).  A careful attention to 
my own biases and the focus on the individuals’ experience allowed the “the 
meaningfulness of the findings” (Hycner, 1985, p. 299) to naturally emerge.   
Subjectivity and limits to “accuracy” are a part of every kind of research, 
regardless of the chosen approach (Creswell, 2009).  Phenomenology addresses this 
through bracketing or bridling one’s own experience throughout the research process 
(Vagle, 2014; Groenewald, 2004; Smith 2011) as well as extensive personal reflexivity 
and reflection (Finlay, 2011).    Additionally, the “authenticity of the final account” in 
phenomenological research is paramount and can be reached through internal validation 
processes and “leaving an audit trail to illustrate the degree of transparency surrounding 
the role of researcher and the research” (Snelgrove, 2014, p. 6). In stage three of my 
analysis section, I conducted an internal validation process to ensure my themes 
authentically reflected the data.  Additionally, my detailed notes and explanation of the 
data collection and analysis processes are meant to address these challenges and increase 








The purpose of this chapter is to present the findings from the data analysis in 
order to explore my research questions about individuals’ expectations of government 
disaster assistance.  During the interviews, the 24 participants provided a variety of 
expectations of government activities during disasters, such as providing hazard 
information and rapidly restoring damaged infrastructure.  However, this chapter’s 
narrower focus is government disaster assistance (commodities, sheltering or financial 
assistance) provided directly to individuals.  Fundamentally, all participants agreed they 
expect the government to help those in need during a disaster, with variations of how and 
why this should occur.  While each participant offered a unique perspective, five 
overarching themes emerged of what participants expect and why.  These themes were 
experiences, perceived responsibilities, trust in government, attributes of government 
disaster assistance, and beliefs about the role of government.  Each theme had 
subordinate themes, reflected in Table 2 below.  This chapter will explore each theme in 
turn, using direct quotes to show how interpretations were made.  
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All themes are interrelated and overlap, which points to the complexity of the 
topic and the need for an in-depth, holistic exploration.  The findings are presented 
through a phenomenological, interpretative narrative to convey both the breadth and 
depth of the participants’ ideas.   
Table 2:  Emergent themes from the data analysis 
Themes Subordinate Themes 
Experiences Direct Hazard Experience 
Vicarious Hazard Experience 
Experience with Other Government Services 
 
Perceived Responsibilities Self 
Government 
Influenced by: Size of the Disaster 
Influenced by: Predictability of the Disaster 
 
Trust in Government Influenced by: Beliefs about Government Intent 
Influenced by: Beliefs about Government Capacity 
 










In the course of the interviews, participants shared lively anecdotes of their 
personal experiences to explain and contextualize their thoughts about government 
disaster assistance.  These stories were especially important since the topic of 
government disaster assistance was unfamiliar; the participants had little-to-no 
experience with applying or receiving disaster assistance.  Instead, participants retrieved 
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memories of similar or related experiences to explore unfamiliar ideas and find answers 
to the interview questions.  In this way, the participants’ experiences served as a starting 
point for beliefs about perceived responsibility, trust in government, fairness and 
bureaucracy, and the role of government.  Three types of experiences emerged during the 
interviews: 1.) direct personal experiences of hazards and disaster events, 2.) vicarious 
experiences of watching or hearing of others’ disaster or hazard experiences, either first-
hand or through media sources, and 3.) direct and non-direct experiences with other 
government services.  Participants used these three types of experiences in different ways 
to articulate what they expect of government disaster assistance.   
Direct Hazard Experience 
All participants were able to relay personal experiences with hazards or disasters.  
Several participants provided examples of disruptive events in their homes, like burst 
pipes or power outages but did not count them as a disaster (or only as a “tiny disaster”).  
These disruptions were still shared when asked about their disaster experience since to 
the participant, these smaller events were in some way similar to what they imagine a 
disaster would be.  Other participants told stories of sheltering in place during a 
hurricane, helping a loved one into a boat when their home flooded, preparing to evacuate 
themselves and their families, waiting in the dark during power outages, driving home in 
a snowstorm, picking up storm debris on their property, and locating and communicating 
with loved ones after an earthquake.  One man told a story of hunkering down in his 
home in St. Croix during Hurricane Dorian, alone with his flashlight, watching the water 
seep through windows. He said he could feel “the wind and the rain coming from the 
East, then all of a sudden it’s from the North and it's coming through the sliding glass 
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door.”  Another woman told of waking up during the Northridge Earthquake in 1994, 
frightened and worried she would be fired if she did not show up for work since she was 
“freelancing. I was really young. I needed income.”  One woman told a harrowing story 
of taking her elderly mother to a special needs shelter in Florida before Hurricane Irma 
made landfall.  She described her experience in detail, lingering on the most poignant and 
memorable episodes.   
…but we got there around noon. There were people coming in eight, nine, the 
whole, the halls were full… We were in a room with very severely, most of the 
people were on oxygen. Um, they, you know, and at one point we did lose power 
and those people could have died, you know, but people went out and got a 
generator from some kind of sports shed or something at the school and hooked 
that up in the middle of the storm… 
 
These participants relayed their hazard experiences with vivid details and 
emotional language to convey powerful, long-lasting memories.  
The memories conjured by the participants provided a baseline and context for 
how they believed a disaster scenario would play out.  The stories of hazard experiences 
were interwoven throughout the answers to the vignette-based questions.  The 
participants used previous experiences to make predictions about the future and to justify 
their beliefs.  For example, when I asked what she would do to prepare for a hurricane, 
one woman told a story about a previous, distressing hurricane event in Northern Virginia 
and said,  
So that struck me as, like, wow, we’re really on our own here…I just remember 
thinking, okay, we're on own here because I don't remember any place that was 
set up where they were going to distribute food or water. And, uh, especially if 




For this woman, the memory of being “on her own” informed her beliefs about how the 
government would handle a future disaster and what she would need to do to prepare.  
Likewise, another woman who works in downtown Washington, DC but lives in the 
suburbs said, based on her memories of 9/11, “my biggest fear is getting stuck at work, 
sheltering in place. And [them] never letting us out of the building. I don't want to stay 
there.”  For her, the experience of 9/11 solidified her beliefs about what would occur (she 
would be stuck) and what she would do (get out of DC) during a future hazard event.   
Likewise, memories of positive emotions during a hazard event were also 
prevalent in the data.  One woman shared an experience of staying with a cousin during a 
multiple-day power outage; she said, 
So I remember…going over to her house. And she had power. She had food. Um, 
she had television, you know, I remember I never watched the Miss America 
pageant, but it was on. And I just, and she had chocolate truffles. It was just like, 
this is heaven. Sitting on the couch watching, you know, the Miss America 
pageant and having food and lights and, you know, so, um, that was wonderful. 
 
These memories evoked positive emotions in the participants, who then used them to 
describe their anticipation of helping others and being an active part of their community 
during a disaster.  Several participants mentioned during past storms and disruptions, 
community members assisted one another and they felt confident they could get help if 
they needed it.  One participant said during the power outages after Hurricane Sandy, 
neighbors helped each other.  She said, “We had Super Storm Sandy when we were out 
[of power] for a while. The different neighbors would check in with each other or people 
would say, ‘I'm running my car around, do you want me to power up your phone?’”  
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Another participant was confident she could rely on her neighbors to help in the 
aftermath of a storm since, “I know George who is next door to me, he's got a chainsaw, 
so I feel I can call on him.” Participants used positive experiences and optimistic beliefs 
as a reference point for anticipating how they and their community would handle a 
disaster.   
Throughout the data, participants relied on personal, direct hazard experiences to 
anticipate what would occur during a future disaster event.  They used memories of the 
past, often laden with positive and negative emotions, to form beliefs about what they 
would do if confronted with a disaster.  These experiences were often used by the 
participants to conjure concrete, tangible actions they believed they would take before a 
disaster event.  Several participants said they would take certain preparedness actions 
explicitly because of the “lessons” they learned in previous experiences.  For example, 
one woman said that she would have her cell phone charged because she remembered 
having to stop at a gas station to charge her phone during a hurricane.  Another 
participant said she would have a lot of water on hand, boiled and stored, because of her 
experiences with local power outages.  Participants used their previous experiences and 
translated them into tangible preparedness actions, like getting gas for the car, taking a 
shower right away, and “as soon as you hear about that hurricane, you better get over to 
the store because it's going to be picked clean.”   
Vicarious Hazard Experience 
Notably, participants used the experiences of others in much the same way as 
their own experiences when answering questions about an anticipated future.  When 
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presented with a question about an unfamiliar experience, participants referenced other 
people’s experience to form and justify their answers.  These vicarious experiences were 
prevalent throughout the data, as participants shared stories they had heard from friends 
and loved ones, or of other people’s experiences via media. While participants used 
direct, personal experiences to describe tangible actions they would take before or during 
a disaster, participants used vicarious experiences more to describe reasons for their 
beliefs.   
Some participants shared stories of their family and friends’ experiences in lieu of 
personal disaster experiences.  For example, one woman told a story of her daughter’s 
home destroyed by a falling tree during a tornado.  She used this vicarious experience to 
emphasize her beliefs about adaptability and personal responsibility, which was a theme 
throughout her interview.  
The Lord preserved us through it. Um, you know, earthly things can pass away. 
Our lives are more important. And I guess how you're, you know, depends how, 
how extensive the damage was. I know that [daughter] Carrie, we went and 
picked up Carrie's kids last summer. They had, they lost all their power and tree 
went down on their house. And I mean it was extensive, tornado, they called it in 
their town straight line winds, but in the neighboring town it was called a tornado. 
But you know, they were without electricity and they couldn't use anything. I 
know they, they took the grates off the stove and made a fire so they could make 
coffee on site.   
 
This participant, like many others, used stories of other people’s experiences as a 
reference point when thinking through what they expect during a disaster scenario, and 
why.  The woman used the example of her daughter’s experience to support her overall 
narrative that people need to be adaptive and self-reliant during a disaster.  She later 
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emphasized that, “you're going to have to adjust and you're probably gonna have to adjust 
to the fact that somebody's not coming in the next half hour to do what you want.”  This 
example demonstrates the way participants used indirect experiences, not just personal 
experiences, to formulate their expectations.  Repeatedly, the participants wove narratives 
that included experiences of other people to describe beliefs about themselves, other 
people and organizations, and the government.    
Participants also drew on the disaster experiences of other people they saw or read 
about via media.  All participants told stories of people they had seen on television who 
experienced large-scale disasters; a few participants mentioned smaller events, but the 
majority of the examples centered on well-known disasters like Hurricanes Katrina, 
Sandy, and Maria.  Participants used these vicarious experiences to make judgements 
about prior government disaster activities and to explain their beliefs.  These examples 
were most frequently referenced when asked how they expect the government to handle a 
disaster response operation and provide assistance.  For example, one participant said he 
was not confident of government assistance because of what he had seen on television.  
He said, “it's all the other past disasters and things. So expectations are real low, 
expectations are that we won't getting anything for a long time.”  It is important to note 
that none of the participants experienced these major events directly, nor had friends or 
family who were impacted; however, the participants still used vicarious, media-based 
experiences as a basis for their beliefs and to express their expectations.     
Experience with Other Government Services 
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Similarly, several participants used their experience with familiar government 
programs to describe what they expect of (unfamiliar) government disaster assistance.  
Participants used inductive reasoning to make inferences about how the government 
would operate in a disaster.  When participants spoke of non-disaster government 
services they had leveraged, they emphasized customer service, transparency, and ease of 
use.  One woman said she was confident Fairfax County government would provide 
assistance during a disaster based on what she already knew about the services provided 
by the county.  She said, “Fairfax County's a pretty good county to live in. They are on 
the ball…I have not been involved in a disaster with them… but I am confident that they 
would, they have a good emergency [management].”  When asked why she had such high 
confidence in the county, she said, 
A friend of mine, her son has…drug problems and mental and so we went.  I 
looked it up and Fairfax County has a wonderful program. Really wonderful. And 
I was like, wow, I never knew about it…But once I looked into it and that, they 
have taken him by the hand and [are] really, really helping him. I'm just shocked. 
And you know, they're nice and I thought, Oh, now we're going to go to this place 
and…it's going to be horrible. It wasn't, it was like a, I don't know, it was like a 
nice doctor's office, nice soft music, people [were] very pleasant…nice places to 
sit, soft couches. I was like, woah, that's great. And they're still helping him. 
 
While this participant’s experience was positive, other participants provided 
negative examples of government programs.  For them, government services were tainted 
by poor customer service, bureaucratic and confusing processes, and difficult-to-
understand instructions.  For example, two participants mentioned they would be wary of 
applying for and receiving government disaster assistance based on their poor 
experiences with the Department of Education and student loans (one participant said, “I 
96 
 
guess I base that [opinion] on years ago our daughter took out a student loan and it was a 
disaster”).  Another participant said, due to his experiences with the Department of 
Transportation, he anticipates applying for government disaster assistance to be 
frustrating.  He said,  
I just bought one of those EZ Passes today. To register that thing, it took me over 
15 minutes for a stupid transponder that goes in my car. I can only imagine what 
it would take [for] somebody who's applying for disaster assistance, whose 
home…has been just been wrecked to be sitting with a pile of paperwork that they 
have to fill out in terms that they don't understand.  
 
Later, this participant said, “I think that there's that mindset from people [in] government, 
you stand on the line at the DMV…it's like, I don't care who you are… I think that 
mindset has kind of played into how FEMA [operates].”  Participants drew conclusions 
based on one set of government service experiences to infer what government disaster 
assistance would be like.  These experiences were prevalent throughout the data and 
provided participants’ a point of reference to think through their expectations. 
Perceived Responsibility 
 As participants shared their direct and vicarious experiences, they began to 
describe perceptions of who is responsible for what during a disaster.  Almost all 
participants first spoke about their own responsibilities of taking care of themselves, their 
property and their loved ones, seeking information and resources, and helping their 
neighbors.  They then talked about the disaster responsibilities of the government, their 
community, their insurance company, their homeowner’s association (HOA) or landlord, 
and non-profit organizations. For the participants, numerous entities and actors had 
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certain responsibilities during a disaster event.  The distinction between these perceived 
responsibilities were most frequently based on property ownership.  For example, one 
participant said,  
So yes, if the highway was tore up with a tornado or flood, I would expect them 
[the government] to fix it and not charge me for it. But if I had a tree go down on 
my house, I would expect that I have the coverage for that and take care of it. 
 
For most of the participants, the delineation of ownership responsibilities served as the 
basis for their expectations of who will handle what during a disaster.  Since the 
government “owns” infrastructure, it is responsible for its repair and restoration.  An 
HOA or landlord will take action based on what they own versus what the individual 
owns.  In a similar vein, the insurance company’s expected actions are based on the terms 
of the owner’s or renter’s policy.  Although participants believed these lines of 
responsibility could be muddied with litigation or bureaucracy, they expressed 
confidence of clear dividing lines between their own responsibilities and those of other 
actors.   
For the participants, beliefs about personal responsibility were based on their 
capacity to handle the situation. Participants spoke confidently about their own 
anticipated disaster-related actions; what they would do, how they would do it, the 
challenges they would face, and how they would overcome barriers.  They expressed 
characteristics of self-reliance, resourcefulness, and adaptability.  For example, some 
participants said they would not “wait around” for information; instead they would 
actively seek it.  Many participants said they would not rely on government in order to 
make it through a disaster.  In some cases, participants explicitly said they had financial 
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and social resources (“We would personally go get…a hotel. We have the financial 
means to do that”); in other cases, it was inferred (“I don't know how that all works, but 
you know, I have options”).  These comments were often bundled with actions the 
participant would take, which to me demonstrated a proactive posture to adapt to the 
circumstances.  Overwhelmingly, participants expressed a belief that they not only had a 
responsibility to take care of themselves during a disaster, but also had the means to do 
so. 
Because of this belief in their own capacity, all participants conveyed a 
responsibility to help their disaster-affected neighbors.  Every participant said they would 
help (or try to help) their neighbor in some way.  One participant described this 
responsibility as part of how she views herself as a resourceful person who could help to 
her neighbor, Mike, if he suffered disaster losses.  When asked for specifics, she said, 
I would be in here on this computer. I'm looking either looking for resources, um, 
to assist or writing down, typing or emailing some kind of resources to them of 
what I thought that they could use so that they didn't have to search for that 
themselves. I feel like I've always kind of been that person…. What can I do to 
help? And everyone's gonna be able to help in a different way. And maybe mine's 
not monetarily as a single mom, but I 100% would be on the computer either 
trying to pull together stuff or literally being like, hey Mike, this program can get 
you this. Are you interested? Good. Cause I'm going to go sign you up and I'm 
going to call such and such and see if I can get it in action. Don't worry about it. 
I'm going to take care of this part and all. I'll come by at six o'clock or whatever. 
And we'd give them hard facts. And I think that's where I fit in the best.  
 
Similar sentiments about perceptions of self as “helpers” were conveyed by almost all of 
the participants.  They viewed themselves as not only possessing the knowledge and 
resources to handle a disaster, but having a sense of responsibility to use these resources 
99 
 
to help other people.  A few participants spoke of volunteering with their church or other 
organizations, or simply helping other people in need.  One woman said, “We've actually 
done similar stuff with neighbors, not in a disaster area, but some people were having a 
hard time and I went off to social services and got pamphlets and had a social worker sit 
down with them and explain what their options are.”  Several participants said they 
would help their disaster-affected neighbor in any way they could (other variations of this 
were “anything I could do” and “whatever it takes”), including help with administrative 
or household tasks.  One participant said, 
So I'd really, I mean I would just be looking for…anything that's missing or 
just…help them clean up, you know, that…’Hey, [we’re] in this together’ type 
feeling. Always make people feel better. If you can laugh about it, it's good, and I 
can bring over food.  
 
Along the same vein, participants recognized other people do not possess the 
same resources as their own and may need additional assistance during a disaster.  This 
led many of them to describe their beliefs about the government’s responsibility to help 
people in need.  One participant said, 
One problem that I noticed in Katrina was getting poor people to a safe place. 
And I do expect the government…to try to carry that out. You know, if you don't 
have a car or you are crippled or whatever, somebody else has to take 
responsibility for getting you to a safe place where you can remain until you have 
other things organized… I really expect them to take care of those less fortunate 
that don't have any resources of some sort. 
 
For these participants, the government’s area of responsibility was to help those in need 
during dire situations.  This translated into expectations of the government to provide 
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certain commodities, services, and resources for disaster survivors.  When asked for 
specificity, most participants gravitated toward tangible needs after a disaster like food, 
water, and temporary housing.  Other participants said they would expect the government 
to provide social services to individuals with disaster needs.  One woman said she would 
expect “a case manager if they were really elderly…because their families are far away.”  
Another participant said she would expect the government to go door to door because, 
“some people don't have access to all of those means of communication. So in that case, 
I…hope that there'll be more people, like people on the ground actually going out around, 
sort of checking in on people.”  Across all participants, the overarching belief was the 
government has a responsibility to help those in need during a disaster and there exists an 
expectation that the government will fulfill this responsibility.   
Influencing Factors   
While the participants agreed the government should help disaster survivors, their 
perception of the extent of responsibility was influenced by the characteristics of the 
event itself.  All participants said they expected the government to provide disaster 
assistance for catastrophic or “large” disasters.  Several participants referred to Hurricane 
Katrina or other notable disasters as an example of this belief.  One man said the 
government should help people during large-scale disasters, “like I saw in New 
Orleans…people were destitute, those people didn't do anything wrong, that was a major 
disaster.”  He said, “those people didn’t do anything wrong” to suggest their suffering 
was due to the size and scale of the event, so government help was reasonable and 
expected.  Other participants voiced similar sentiments, saying the nature of the event – 
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its size and scale – meant the government had an increased level of responsibility to assist 
survivors.   
Likewise, several participants said the government’s responsibility to help people 
is dependent on whether the disaster event was anticipated.  For these participants, an 
anticipated event (like a hurricane) meant individuals could take preparedness actions and 
the government’s responsibility would be reduced.  For unanticipated events (an “out of 
the blue kind of thing”), individuals are unable to prepare so the government’s level of 
responsibility would be higher.  One woman said her expectations are based on her 
experiences with Hurricane Irma and the 2012 Derecho.  During Hurricane Irma, she 
knew it was coming and could stock up on supplies and fill her gas tank; however, she 
was unable to prepare for the Derecho.  The unanticipated nature of the event meant the 
government had a greater responsibility to help those in need.  She said,  
They probably should make food available if it's not, you know, if you can't go to 
a grocery store or any place like that, especially with the Derecho. You know, you 
couldn't plan for that… You had no time at all. I mean it was like boom, you 
know? 
 
Along the same lines, a few participants referenced the causation of the disaster as an 
influencing factor of expected government action.  For example, one participant said she 
expects government relief after a disaster because it “is so not in my hands…something 
like a hurricane is not something I can control.”  For her, the element of personal control 
was a dividing line between who is responsible for what during a disaster.  Since she did 
not cause the disaster to occur and she could not control it, her level of responsibility was 
minimized.  This dovetailed with other participants’ beliefs about fault and blame.  These 
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participants expressed a distinction between events that are the result of wrongdoing and 
those beyond anyone’s control.  One participant said,  
And especially if it was an instance of like the government did something wrong 
or the city did wrong, I would definitely be like, okay, they made this error. Why 
am I suffering? Versus if it was just like a natural disaster that no one predicted, a 
tornado or something that no one had control over, that'd be a little bit different I'd 
say. 
 
Notably, for several participants, even if the government did not cause or anticipate the 
disaster, its response and recovery still fell within the government’s area of responsibility.  
One woman said, “I think that's something that they [the government] would be 
responsible for because…I just don't think the city can predict like a flooding or 
something like that.”  For certain participants, unanticipated events outside of their 
control, especially large, catastrophic incidents, increased their perception of the 
government’s level of responsibility.   
Trust in Government 
When discussing personal and governmental responsibility, participants 
differentiated what they believed the government should do versus what they believe the 
government would do.  Both of these types of expectations were expressed, which were 
often influenced by the participant’s level of trust in government.  These expectations 
reflected participants’ beliefs about government’s intention to help disaster survivors and 
its capacity to do so.   
Trust in Government’s Intentions 
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Several participants made distinctions between local, state, and federal 
governments when expressing levels of trust.  Generally speaking, participants said they 
had a high level of trust in their local government, but held lower levels of trust in the 
federal government.  State government was only minimally mentioned by participants 
and, if noted, only in passing (one woman said she felt that state government was “far 
away”).  When speaking about local government, participants often expressed positive 
feelings of connectivity and access to power.  Several said they knew their local leaders 
or participated in city council meetings.  One woman said she trusts local government 
more than state or federal government during disasters because it feels more accessible.  
She said, 
I feel like I would trust local [government] more…I've been in the local 
community for 11 years… I've gone to city hall and sat in meetings. I'm, I'm 
connected to the community in a variety of ways. It feels more accessible to me so 
that I feel like I have something to build on. It's not like I'm just going to call a 
one 800 number and hope that I'm not on hold for an hour and then tell my sob 
story like hundreds of thousands of other people. 
 
Alternatively, some participants expressed more distrust in the federal government’s 
intentions in providing government disaster assistance, citing the negative influence of 
politics.  The word “politics” popped up in participants’ comments about communication, 
delivery of services, and how disaster assistance would be funded.  One woman said she 
is distrustful of information from the federal government because, “just the way the 
politics of it is going and, and even simple things, it seems like nobody can wrap their 
arms around doing the best thing.”  This type of comment reflected low confidence in the 
federal government’s intention to help people during a disaster.   
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Interestingly, other participants expressed high confidence in the federal 
government’s intentions during disasters.  They said the federal government “will do its 
best” since “there are individuals in government who are ready, able, and willing to 
help.” However, these participants said response efforts would be mishandled by poor 
leadership or be overwhelmed by the situation.  Several participants made the distinction 
between government disaster workers and the overarching institution of government. For 
them, the institution is inept or nefarious, while the “on the ground” employees will try to 
help people.  For certain participants, this delineation was made to distinguish the current 
political administration and “regular” government disaster workers.  For example, one 
woman said, “I trust individual people who work for the government to their best. I do 
not trust the current administration to give people what they are entitled to by law.”  For 
other participants, the current political administration is not the concern; instead the 
problem is incompetent bureaucrats undermining the good intentions of disaster workers.  
One participant said,  
The people who are on the ground are going to do a good job. It's just getting 
them there and getting the, you know, getting people in the cushy offices with the 
gold curtains and the nice carpets to do something.   
 
Several participants said while they trusted the federal government’s intentions, there 
were caveats or qualifiers.  For example, one person said she believed the government 
would help her during a disaster but, “they're not going to be quick though. And so, you 
know, in the long term, I'm sure they will come through. In the short term, we have to be 
dependent on ourselves.”  Other participants said they believed the government would try 
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to assist survivors, but because of disaster damage, geographic access, or power 
disruptions, it may be difficult for the government to provide services.    
Trust in Government’s Capacity 
Several participants indicated their trust in government was dependent on their 
perception of the government’s capacity to handle a disaster.  Most held a general belief 
their local government had the capacity to marshal necessary resources and confident 
there are “internal preparations” or “some kind of plan in place” for a disaster.  One 
woman said she believes her local government is well organized and knowledgeable.  She 
said, “Despite all the flaws, I still feel government's going to do what it's supposed to do. 
Public officials that I've interacted with [at] the local level are very conscientious.”   
Conversely, a woman who lives in a more rural area expressed low confidence in 
her local government’s capacity, since it is a “poor county” with little money for disaster 
preparedness or response.  Similarly, one woman said since Virginia does not experience 
a lot of hurricanes, she is doubtful about its capacity.  She said the state of Florida was 
able to offer her mother a special-needs shelter during Hurricane Irma because the county 
staff had both disaster knowledge and experience.  She said,  
The experience in Florida was very good because I think they're used to having 
hurricanes and, and I don't know why it was, but I was, I was very impressed with 
what, what they did. Here [in Virginia], whenever there's been anything, I've seen 
no signs of anybody helping anybody at all. 
 
For these participants, capacity was related to resources (especially money), experience, 
and disaster knowledge, which was lacking in their local government. 
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Overall, participants were pessimistic about the federal government’s capacity to 
provide assistance during a disaster.  Several participants mentioned Hurricanes Katrina, 
Harvey, and Maria as examples of ineptitude.  One woman said,  
Katrina, yeah. Sometimes the government makes too quick decisions like those 
trailers…with the formaldehyde and you know, instead of just destroying them, I 
think they were still allowing people to buy them and live in them. Um, but you 
know, sometimes there's not enough common sense that goes into these things. 
 
Other participants relayed stories they heard about poor disaster response decisions and 
mismanagement of disaster resources.  Several participants used examples of 
overcrowded shelters, poor evacuation planning, costly cruise ships, “shady” contractors, 
mistreatment and abandonment of pets, and assistance to prisoners as evidence of 
ineptitude. One participant said when the government comes in, it actually makes things 
worse.  She said,  
And the, and the government, it doesn't seem to be stepping in and, this is would 
probably be at all levels of government, to deal with the infrastructure problems. 
And in fact things are being done that could make things worse. It seems like I've 
just watched something on the Mississippi River and how they have changed it so 
that it actually increases the chance of flooding, so I would say, no, no, they're not 
going to help. 
 
This participant, as with others, linked their beliefs about the government’s capacity to 
their expectations of government assistance during a disaster.  Participants expressed 
expectations of what the government should do (help people), but recognized those are 
not necessarily what the government will do or could do. This distinction was evident 
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throughout the data as participants described their level of trust in government’s intent 
and capacity.   
Attributes of Expected Government Assistance 
While all the participants agreed the government should provide disaster 
assistance to those in need, there was variation in who would qualify as “needy” and how 
the assistance would be delivered.  In exploring these dimensions, the attributes of 
fairness and bureaucracy emerged.  These two dimensions were intertwined; participants 
believed government assistance should be fairly distributed and recognized the necessity 
of having bureaucratic processes to do so.  Many participants used vicarious hazard 
experiences, experiences with other government services, and their level of trust in 
government as the basis for their beliefs about the attributes of government disaster 
assistance.   
Fairness 
As participants considered the government’s responsibilities during a disaster, the 
topic of who deserves assistance emerged.  This was especially important as participants 
thought about longer-term, financial assistance for disaster survivors, beyond 
commodities or sheltering.  The concept of fairness frequently arose during the 
interviews and, when asked for specifics, most participants said they expect the 
government to help individuals with low incomes after a disaster.  These comments were 
often made with the recognition that a disaster would be devastating for those with 
limited means.  One participant said,  
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There, there seems to be, there's an assumption that…everybody has resources… 
Uh, what do we do with people who are not technologically cutting edge? Who 
don't have ready transportation, who don't have 500 bucks in the drawer upstairs, 
uh, or even a credit card and may not have a phone? They're, they're human 
beings too. 
 
Similarly, when asked who should receive financial assistance from the government, one 
woman said, “lower income households, they might need that financial assistance. For 
example, their whole house was torn down and they have nowhere to go. What are they, 
what are they going to do?”  The majority of participants assumed financial disaster 
assistance was distributed based on income-level, which aligned with their expectation 
that those with the greatest need should receive help from the government. 
Participant’s beliefs about income-level criteria and fairness was evidenced by the 
distinction participants made between themselves and disaster survivors.  Comments 
about others’ income level were often bundled with participants’ assurances they would 
not need or qualify for disaster assistance because of their own socio-economic standing.  
One woman said, “I figure that, you know, there are people that would really need that. 
And I'm fortunate enough that I don't have to have that.”  Another woman was more 
direct, saying, “I think they [individuals with low-income] should get more help than us 
rich people, I'm not rich but I'm fine.”  One participant said they would may apply for 
financial assistance from FEMA, “but like in the back of my head, I would feel guilty for 
taking it because I know there's so many other people that deserve it so much more.”  
These comments show a distinction in who deserves disaster assistance; for them, 
fairness dictates that lower income individuals should receive assistance and the 
participant will not.   
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Alternatively, one participant said she expected to received disaster assistance 
because of her higher income level.  She said,  
I think in general I would be helped because I am better off than a lot of other 
people…people that are better off seem to get the help quicker, faster, more 
robust [than] people that are on the lower rung, that are struggling to survive.  
 
This type of comment was made by several participants, which signaled low confidence 
the process of government assistance would be delivered fairly.  Another participant said 
the “powers that be” are so concerned some individuals may get more than they deserve, 
they overcompensate by placing barriers within the assistance process.  This gives an 
unfair advantage to individuals with more resources to navigate the system.  For these 
participants, fairness was an aspiration but not realistically expected.   
Participants also expressed an expectation the government would have criteria for 
the amount of disaster assistance and the timeframe for its delivery. Several participants 
voiced concern that individuals might “get rich” from disaster assistance or receive more 
money than their losses.  Other participants raised concerns about the time-frame, 
reflecting a belief that disaster assistance should be in some way temporary.  One woman 
said,  
You know, it's a touchy thing, because honestly you don't want, uh, what's the 
word? Um, help being given indefinitely long into the future…and sometimes I 
get the impression that FEMA and other government organizations give too much 
help or, you know, they allow you to stay in your home and it's been destroyed, 




These types of comments demonstrate an expectation that the government will prevent 
“too much” assistance going out the door.  Often, these opinions were combined with 
stories the participants heard about individuals fraudulently receiving disaster assistance.  
One woman said, “the people I knew that got help from FEMA really were cheating… I 
mean they went outside and broke their own window and squirted their belongings with a 
hose. You know, cheating, truly cheating, stealing.  We'll call it stealing.”  All of these 
comments are tied to a fundamental belief that fairness is a central component of 
government disaster assistance and the expectation the government should take steps to 
ensure only deserving people receive it.   
Bureaucracy 
Although the participants expect the government to have some kind of fairness 
criteria for delivering disaster assistance, they expressed low confidence that bureaucratic 
processes would allow people in need to receive the assistance they deserve.  Participants 
said they expected the assistance process to be overly bureaucratic and laden with 
paperwork, endless wait-times, confusion, and frustration.  One woman said she expects 
government disaster assistance to be full of red tape, saying, 
All those, jumped hurdles and jumps you have to go through when you're filling 
out anything for the government or anything. Um, I just, I get frustrated with that 
kind of stuff, excuse the expression, but the bullshit that they put you through.  
 
Participants talked about the “hassle” of paperwork and the “hoops” they would need to 
navigate; others spoke of anticipated long lines, busy signals, or wait times to speak with 
someone who could help.  Participants also voiced doubts that assistance would be 
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provided in a timely way.  For example, one man said he expects applying for assistance 
to be, “slow and very bureaucratic.” In response to a question about how quickly he 
would expect FEMA assistance, one participate said, “To arrive? Not quickly at all.”  
Another said the process would take “months and months” and another said, “months to 
years, if at all.”  Participants overwhelmingly expected government disaster assistance 
process to be bureaucratic and cumbersome. 
In many cases, the comments about bureaucracy were followed by comments 
about the need for balance.  Participants recognized some rules are needed but, due to the 
devastation of a disaster, the rules should be flexible. One woman said,  
You don't want them just to be passing out vouchers willy-nilly. But also, you 
know, [on] the other hand…you don't want anybody in there questioning, do you 
really need this water? Do you need this hot dog? 
 
Similarly, another woman said, “You can't be totally, you know, hide-bound to the rules. 
It has to [have] a little leeway there.”   This need for flexibility showed a tension between 
the expectation that disaster survivors verify their needs, but should not be overburdened 
with a bureaucratic process.  Participants knew survivors would need to provide 
documentation, but did not want the government to be “totally bureaucratic and stupid 
about it.”  The participants expressed an expectation that the government would have 
rules and processes for delivering disaster assistance to ensure fairness, but they should 
be flexible due to the inherent hardship of the disaster.   
Role of Government 
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 All participants said they believe the government has a responsibility to help those 
in need during a disaster, influenced by the size and the predictability of the event as well 
as their level of trust in the government’s intent and capacity.  The participants also said 
they expect the government to have criteria to ensure fairness when delivering disaster 
assistance, although they believed the assistance process would be mired in bureaucracy.  
All of these expectations are influenced by underlying and fundamental beliefs the 
participants hold about the role of government.   
Role of Government:  The Common Good 
All participants said while they feel confident they could take care of themselves 
during a disaster, they recognize that others may not be able to do the same.  When asked 
why they believe the government should provide disaster assistance, several participants 
said the role of government is to provide a safety net for those in need.  Interestingly, 
comments about a “safety net” were often coupled with an emphasis on personal 
responsibility.  It was important to these participants that I understand they believe in 
personal responsibility, but they also recognize that there are circumstances when people 
(other people) should receive assistance.  For example, one woman said,  
It kind of comes down to some personal responsibility for, for where you've 
decided to make your home and manage yourself. Some people have no choice. 
That's where, because that's where they have to live and just don't have the 
wherewithal to get up and go someplace. 
 
Likewise, another participant spoke extensively about her beliefs about the role of 
government as a safety net for those in need.  She first emphasized the unpredictability of 
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the disaster, then talked about personal responsibility, and then explained her beliefs 
about the role of government.   
Um, so this is really hard because it's a natural disaster and in some ways I think 
that crap happens. I mean…crap happens and we all also have to be responsible 
for ourselves as far as making sure that we, um, have set ourselves up for success 
and preparedness. But I look at people like my mom who does not have her own 
home, makes $200 a month literally and does not plan ahead like this.  [She] 
would fill up gallons of water, and run around buying toilet paper and you know, 
doing what she could. Um, and I know that's the best she can do and I know it's 
not enough…I feel like there should be safety nets. And this safety net should 
have some sort of either restriction or regulation because not everyone is born into 
the same circumstances…  Someone that was born with a physical limitation, 
disability, emotional disability, insert whatever, isn't given as much of a fair 
fighting chance…Um, so I'm kind of that two pronged. Like you gotta do crap for 
yourself if you're able to do crap for yourself…[but] I want them [the 
government] to help…I believe that government is our, you know, our safety net, 
that it's something that we should all feel invested in. 
 
Beliefs about the government’s role as a safety net emerged as participants spoke about 
responsibility, fairness, and bureaucracy, often mixed with direct and vicarious 
experiences. 
In a similar vein, several participants said that the role of government is to 
provide for the common good.  For these participants, helping those in need after a 
disaster helps the community as a whole recover.  For example, one participant said,  
When you think about, uh, government, I think about providing sort of for the 
common good. Um, I think that there are certain like infrastructure needs that 
benefit our community and if one part of the community is affected by damage to 
that infrastructure, that other parts of the community will be affected as well…So 
having some like some level of assistance, but mainly from the purpose of like if 
this person doesn't have a place to live then that hurts the community rather than 
like we owe them for what they lost. That make sense? Um, so making sure that 
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the schools get reopened, that roads are rebuilt, that water, you know, is at the 
store, that people have their basic needs met so that they can continue to do the 
things that they do in the community, whether that's get to work or take care of 
your kids or run their business. 
 
This rationale appeared in the data several times as participants mulled over their 
thoughts about the role of government.  Most participants believed the government’s role 
is to provide a safety net, but a few others further contextualized this belief by saying 
helping those in need not only benefits survivors, but also the entire community.   
The Role of Government:  Transactional  
Other participants expressed their beliefs about the role of government as more 
transactional in nature.  Participants pointed to paying their taxes, electing officials, and 
keeping politicians accountable as reasons for holding certain expectations.  Numerous 
participants mentioned paying taxes as a primary reason for expecting government 
disaster assistance.  One woman said, “But you know, excuse me, but god damn it, I paid 
for this and I rely on my government for that.” Another participant said he expects 
disaster assistance, “because that's kind of what you're paying into as like a society. Like 
you're paying into those kinds of services that should be available.”  Likewise, one 
participant said,  
The bottom line is, I guess if, if government is there to help, it's kind of foolish to 
turn them away if the need, the need is legitimate. Like the old adage says, we're 
paying them, so we might as well get something from them. 
 
These comments dovetailed with beliefs about electing officials and holding them 
accountable.  When asked about her beliefs, one woman said she expects government 
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disaster assistance because, “basically, it's a government responsibility. That's why we 
pay taxes. Why we have elected officials to execute our will [and be] voted out of office 
if they don't do that.”  
Similarly, a few participants mentioned they believed the government would 
provide assistance out of a need for political preservation.  In some cases, this was said 
with jadedness, but others saw it as a positive aspect of constituents’ power to drive 
political decision-making.  For example, one participant said,  
Well, I think that that the government has our best interest at heart. They're 
looking for, to protect residents, um, and American citizens. Um, there's a lot at 
stake. If you don't respond well to a disaster, it could be everything from a loss of 
trust and confidence in that organization to not reelecting officials. If the governor 
does a terrible job in his or her response, then that's probably not going to bode 
well for his election, reelection campaign. So, um, I think that…it's mutually 
beneficial.  
 
Along the same lines, one woman said she believes the government will provide disaster 
assistance because in her city, “the community holds them responsible enough to keep 
them active.”  The role of government here is responsiveness to its citizens, which in turn 
means assistance to individuals during a disaster.   
Ideological preferences emerged in a limited way when participants discussed 
their views on the role of government.  Principally, ideological preference was not a 
straightforward indicator of the participants’ expectations of government assistance.  
Regardless of political party, all participants believed the government should help those 
in need and all participants emphasized the need for personal responsibility.  However, 
those who identified themselves as Republicans gravitated towards more transactional 
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beliefs about the role of government, like paying taxes and political accountability; 







DISCUSSION & CONCLUSION 
 
The purpose of this research was to explore participants’ expectations of 
government disaster assistance, how they form those expectations, and how those 
expectations compare to actuality.  Other disaster researchers have studied the topic of 
expectations using surveys or public policy-oriented cased studies (Petersen et al., 2020; 
Schneider, 1999; Michel-Kerjan & Volkman-Wise, 2011), but only a few used qualitative 
approaches to investigate expectations and underlying beliefs (Chamlee-Wright & Storr, 
2010; Scheberle, 1988).  Additionally, most disaster studies of expectations are focused 
on individuals’ perceptions after the event occurred, rather than beforehand (Schneider, 
1999; Jong & Dückers, 2018).  This study offered a unique perspective of asking 
participants who have never applied for or received government disaster assistance about 
their expectations.   
Phenomenology was best suited for this deeper, more intense exploration of the 
participant’s “lifeworld” and their own interpretations of having expectations of a future 
disaster event (Moustakas, 1994).
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Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) provided a structure to 
understand of the participants’ responses through a double-hermeneutical process (Smith, 
2011); I was able to watch participants form their expectations as they put their thoughts 
into words, and in turn, I interpreted their answers from a strong, ideographic position.  
Despite the purposeful sample, each participant provided a rich and unique perspective 
with a variety of experiences and opinions.  The participants shared stories about their 
past to anticipate what will occur during a disaster event.  Participants used these stories 
to give context to their beliefs, both as a rationale and as a benchmark for inductive 
reasoning.  The stories were shared with evocative, detailed, and emotive language, 
signaling the deeply personal nature of these beliefs and the meanings participants 
ascribed to them.  When viewed holistically, the participants’ answers provide a basic 
structure of understanding of why individuals hold certain expectations of an unfamiliar 
concept like government disaster assistance.  The findings suggest disaster assistance 
expectations are formed using direct and non-direct experience combined with beliefs 
about roles and responsibility, influenced by the individuals’ level of trust in the 
government’s intent and capacity.   
The purpose of this chapter is to consider the research findings within the context 
of the current disaster literature.  Many of the findings support previous studies, although 
the data from this project provides more contextual evidence about what expectations 
individuals hold and why.  The findings were grouped into five themes of experiences: 
perceived responsibilities, attributes of assistance, trust in government, and the role of 
government.  Due to the complexity of the topic and the interrelated nature of the themes, 
this chapter is divided into three key discussion areas to synthesize the five themes.  This 
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study’s limitations are then provided, followed by suggestions for future research and 
implications for the practitioner community.   
Discussion 
Discussion Point 1:  Expectations of government disaster assistance are a reflection 
of beliefs about roles and responsibilities.   
In this study, participants expressed their expectations of government through a 
delineation of perceived responsibilities. For example, several participants said they 
expect the government to handle disaster-related infrastructure activities, while the 
individual is responsible for damage to private property.  This demarcation worked for 
tangible, familiar concepts like fixing roads and removing debris; however, participants’ 
expectations became murkier when an unfamiliar concept, like government disaster 
assistance, was introduced.  This unfamiliarity is essential to understanding expectations 
of disasters generally and for government disaster assistance in particular.   
Much of the relevant literature uses unfulfilled expectations to explain 
dissatisfaction with government activities after the disaster occurred (Schneider, 1992; 
Chamlee-Wright & Storr, 2010; Furlong and Scheberle, 1998; Bradley et al., 2008).  The 
expectations individuals express after a disaster are retrospective and a part of an 
iterative, collective sense-making process (Schneider, 1992, 2011).  When an individual 
who has direct disaster experience says their expectations were not met, they are using 
new-found knowledge of the event and assistance rendered to themselves and others to 
form judgements of the current situation.  They use tangible and immediate examples to 
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compare their beliefs about what should have occurred and what actually occurred 
(Schneider, 1992).   
Expectations of unfamiliar events are different; they are amorphous and vague, 
with contradictions and half-formed ideas (Haith, 1997). This study found participants do 
not have fully formed expectations due to the unfamiliarity of both disasters and the 
government’s role.  For unfamiliar events like disasters, participants often said they were 
unsure or uncertain, and several said they were “thinking out loud” as they considered 
disaster assistance.  This provided an opportunity to get a glimpse of how expectations 
were “put together” by the participants as we spoke.  More often than not, expectations 
were formed by reaching back to familiar experiences and knowledge to make 
predictions about what a disaster would be like.  For expectations of a non-familiar event, 
direct and vicarious experiences are central and relied upon more heavily.  These 
experiences were used to form, verify, and justify beliefs about roles and responsibilities.  
Notably, participants used vicarious experiences of disasters – disasters they had seen on 
television – as a basis for their expectations.  They used examples of other people’s 
experiences during major events to articulate their beliefs and explain their reasoning.  In 
this way, pre-disaster expectations are more a reflection of participants’ beliefs about 
roles and responsibilities, influenced by their level of trust in government, than they are 
an expectation of what will actually occur.  
Discussion Point 2:  Expectations of government disaster assistance are modest.   
The current literature indicates the existence of a gap between what individuals 
expect the government to provide during a disaster and what will realistically happen 
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(Kunreuther & White, 1994; Schneider, 2011; Kousky & Shabman, 2012; Michel-Kerjan 
& Volkman-Wise, 2011).  This gap has raised alarm bells as a significant consideration 
from a budgetary, policy, and political standpoint (Moss, 1999; Platt, 1999; Sylves, 
2008).  However, this study revealed only modest expectations of government disaster 
assistance not significantly misaligned with current statutory or regulatory processes.  
Participants said they primarily expect the government at all levels to provide information 
to disaster survivors.  They expect the government to repair infrastructure, clear debris, 
and provide emergency food and water.  They also expect the government to help the 
needy, either financially or with goods, based on some kind of criteria to ensure fairness.  
For many participants, this fairness criteria should be income-based, with the majority of 
the assistance distributed to those most in need. They also expect government disaster 
assistance for individuals to be bureaucratic and cumbersome.  When asked how much 
money they thought individuals receive from the government after a disaster, most 
participants gave amounts lower than the national average7.  Almost all the activities the 
participants said they expect of the government are performed under the current structure 
of disaster management in the U.S.  Overall, the participants in this study conveyed 
modest and low expectations of government disaster assistance, which are not out of sync 
with what the government offers.  These low expectations seem to contradict the current 
literature and run contrary to Schneider’s (2011) “expectation gap.”  How then, do we 
account for these findings?      
                                                          
7 When asked, participants said they would guess FEMA offers between $900 - $25,000 to survivors who 
suffer damages from a major disaster.   
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It is possible the lower, more realistic expectations found in this study are 
different than the “outsized” expectations raised in other studies (Schneider, 1998; 
Michel-Kerjan & Volkman-Wise, 2011; Kousky & Shabman, 2012; Blanchard-Boehm, 
Berry & Showalter, 2000) due to the difference between pre-event and retrospective 
expectations, raised in discussion point one (above).  Individuals are unfamiliar with both 
disasters and government disaster assistance, so their expectations are vague and not 
overly ambitious. Participants also expressed a great deal of realism about both the 
difficulties of providing disaster relief and the complexities of delivering financial 
assistance.  This realism was evidenced by the distinction participants made between 
what should happen and what they believe will happen, rooted in their level of trust in 
government.  Participants recognized the challenges of reaching inaccessible areas and 
delivering assistance fairly during a disaster, despite the efforts of disaster workers.  
Almost all of the participants spoke at length about the anticipated burdens of 
bureaucracy and the attendant frustration of working through the government assistance 
process.  All of these concerns are realistic and bolstered by the recovery literature 
(Sterett, 2015; Rivera, 2016; Reinke and Eldridge, 2020; Reid, 2013; Bier, 2006; Emrich 
et al., 2020; Levine, Esnard & Sapat, 2007) 
Another explanation for modest and low expectations expressed by the 
participants is the influence of media coverage of previous U.S. disasters.  Almost all of 
the participants referenced Hurricane Katrina and, to a lesser degree Hurricanes Sandy 
and Maria, as reasons for their low expectations of government disaster assistance.  The 
memories of watching these disasters unfold on television were tangible, evocative, and 
accessible for the participants.  They were able to retrieve details of what they had 
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witnessed on television with alacrity; images of abandoned pets, deaths at the superdome, 
and “toxic trailers” were relayed by the majority of the participants.  Although these were 
not direct, personal experiences, participants used the memories of watching these images 
on television as if they were.  Miller, Roberts and LaPoe (2014) and Schneider (2014) 
suggest the importance of the media’s imagery on the public in swaying public opinion.  
Schneider (2014) in particular references the vividness of disaster images and how they 
affect the population’s collective sense making.  My findings bolster these conclusions; 
the participants drew on these images – almost 15 years later – to express the reasons 
why they hold low expectations of the government during disasters.   
The low expectations of disaster assistance could also be influenced by how the 
participants viewed themselves.  This study’s participants believed that they will not need 
or receive government disaster assistance and could handle a disaster through their own 
resources.  For them, disaster assistance applies to other people and thinking about it was 
more a theoretical exercise rather than a realistic consideration.  This kind of thinking is 
bolstered by Spittal et al. (2005) and Milch et al. (2018) who found individuals believe 
disasters happen to others, but not them (Meyer & Kunreuther, 2017; Trumbo, et al., 
2014; Weinstein et al., 2000).  Additionally, Kusenbach (2017) argues the way 
individuals perceive themselves – as resourceful and capable – affects their 
conceptualization of a hazard threat.  Kaniasty and Norris (1999) found disaster survivors 
downplay their own experience in comparison to other, disaster-affected individuals.  It is 
possible the participants expressed modest expectations due to their own optimistic 
beliefs about themselves (that they would be better off than others).  This perception of 
self is combined with the participants’ unfamiliarity with government disaster assistance 
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and their memories of disaster images on television, and the result is modest to low 
expectations.   
Discussion Point 3: Perceived responsibilities of disaster functions are shared and 
interdependent.   
A central theme of each participant interview was ‘areas of responsibility.’ While 
the focus of this study was on the government’s responsibilities during disasters, 
participants also referred to other entities in their answers, like their homeowner’s 
association (HOA) or landlord, their insurance carrier, the community, and non-profit 
organizations.  These were often bundled together and conveyed as pieces of a jigsaw 
puzzle that would need to fit together to help them through a disaster experience.  Nigg 
(1995) and others have studied this multi-pronged dimension of recovery extensively, 
showing government disaster assistance is often a small component of a diverse set of 
entities disaster survivors rely on to recover (Quarantelli, 1999; Tierney & Oliver-Smith, 
2012; Phillips, 2009).  
Additionally, several researchers have approached the concept of shared 
responsibility across multiple actors before, during, and after disasters (Box et al., 2013; 
McLennan & Handmer, 2012; Eburn & Dovers, 2012).  The participants of this study 
said the government, their HOA or landlord, their insurance carrier, the community, and 
non-profits would fulfill certain responsibilities during a disaster event.  Importantly, 
several participants recognized these responsibilities as interdependent and reliant on 
each other.  For example, participants knew they would rely on their insurance claim to 
financially recover from a disaster.  Some participants would depend on their HOA or 
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landlord to rebuild their unit, which would also be dependent on insurance claims. Other 
participants recognized their community may rely on state or federal assistance in order 
to repair critical infrastructure or receive emergency supplies.   
For these dependencies, several participants mentioned a temporal element.  
Participants knew they would need to contact their insurance company first before they 
made other decisions.  Participants expected government information would be available 
at the same time the participants sought it.  The necessity of communicating with their 
HOA or landlord was often said as a top priority or a “first thing.”  This temporal 
dimension between the responsibilities is notable in that the dependent actions are 
decision-making actions.  A person needs information before they can act; they need 
money before they decide what to buy.  This makes these perceived responsibilities of 
other entities immediate and personal to the disaster survivor, even though they are 
largely outside the survivors’ control. 
Feeling dependent on other entities is frustrating for disaster survivors, especially 
for those – like the participants of this study – who believe themselves to be independent 
and resourceful (Kusenbach, 2017; Sterett, 2015; Rivera, 2016).  It is possible this 
dependency could partially explain Schneider’s (2011) expectation gap; survivors expect 
other actors to fulfill their responsibilities in order for the survivor to fulfill their own.  If 
other entities do not fulfill their responsibilities in a timely way (or at all), the disaster 
survivor’s recovery process is disrupted and prolonged resulting in dissatisfaction.  
Insurance companies were heavily criticized after Hurricanes Katrina and Rita for 
slowing household recovery because of adjuster wait times (Eaton & Treaster, 2007; 
Davis & Land, 2007).  Likewise, infrastructure repairs were necessary for household 
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recovery in Puerto Rico after Hurricane Maria and the anger toward the power companies 
erupted as the timeframe grew (DiJulio, Muñana, & Brodie, 2018).  Media coverage 
abounds of community leaders saying they cannot complete certain disaster repairs 
because they are dependent on federal funding (examples: Moline, 2019; Gowen & 
Sellers, 2020).   
For the disaster survivor who is dependent on the private sector, like insurance or 
power companies, or on the government take certain actions before they can make 
recovery decisions, this is especially frustrating (Rajua, Beckerb & Tehlerb, 2017; 
Sterett, 2015; Rivera, 2016).  This dependency is in direct conflict with beliefs about 
oneself (as independent and resourceful), and could explain why individuals after a 
disaster say their expectations were unmet.  The participants in this study expressed the 
importance of a strong, internal locus of control.  If, for example, they had time to 
prepare for a disaster, then they could take care of themselves.  If the disaster was 
unanticipated and/or catastrophic, then the responsibility for response and recovery lies 
with the government (or whomever was liable) and the participant would be – to some 
degree – dependent on others.  Principally, participants expressed the underlying 
expectation that they will have to rely on other entities so they, as one participant said, 
“can make the decisions or do what I need to do on my end.”  This places expectations of 
government disaster assistance within the broader context of expectations across a 
number of entities, many of which have interdependences and shared responsibilities.  
This also illustrates the importance of the continued research about the multitude of 
organizations, companies, government offices, and social networks disaster survivors’ 
must navigate throughout their recovery experience (Schneider, 2011; Edgeley & 
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Paveglio, 2017; Bolin, 1976; Comerio, 1998; Tierney, 2006; Tierney & Oliver-Smith, 
2012; Arlikatti et al. 2010) 
Limitations 
The limitations of this study stem from the inherent limitations of both IPA and 
small sample sizes, as well as the design itself.  IPA offers the opportunity to explore the 
participants’ beliefs and experiences through a double hermeneutical approach; however, 
the researcher’s interpretation is vulnerable to personal bias (Smith, 2011).  I worked to 
overcome this through an ongoing process of bracketing my personal thoughts, ideas, and 
opinions throughout the data analysis procedures.  I also strove for transparency through 
my positionality statement and a clear articulation of my processes, both in the methods 
section and in the appendices.  I also included direct quotes from participants throughout 
my findings section to show how I arrived at certain conclusions.  My findings are 
transferable since they provide insight into the overarching concept of expectations of 
government disaster assistance.   
IPA requires small, homogenous sample sizes in order to conduct a deeper, rather 
than broader analysis.  For this study, the sample size was appropriate for a 
phenomenological study (Creswell, 2007) and was sufficiently homogenous to provide 
shared experiences across the group.  The sample was predominately Caucasian, middle-
to-upper class, and geographically situated in relatively low-hazard states.  The study’s 
findings would no doubt be different had the sample composition been of different socio-
economic level, ethnicity, and/or geographic location.  This is especially important as a 
main finding of this study was the participants’ belief in their own resourcefulness and 
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ability to handle a disaster.  This was due to – in many of the participants’ own words – 
their ability to draw on financial resources and their personal networks for support.  
Additionally, had the participants lived in areas with frequent hazard threats or disasters, 
the responses and resulting findings would have been different.  
Another limitation of this study was built into its design by asking participants to 
imagine an experience and giving their opinions about an anticipated future.  As noted in 
the methods section, this design was not meant to predict behavior; instead, vignettes 
were used to tease out beliefs and experiences.  Because disasters are so momentous to 
the individual, straightforward comparisons between what the participants believe would 
occur to what would actually happen are fraught with both operational and philosophical 
concerns. While I did not compare pre-versus-post disaster beliefs, I heavily draw on 
Schneider’s (2008; 2011) work for context, which is situated in the post-disaster recovery 
space.  I recognize the challenges of this conundrum, but they are not unique to this 
study.  All research about pre-disaster behavior, including risk perception, preparedness, 
mitigation, and hazard adjustments, is future oriented. Additionally, numerous 
researchers have conducted future-thinking studies, explicitly asking participants what 
they expect or plan to do in the future (examples: Howard et al., 2017; Kang, Lindell & 
Prater, 2007; Blanchard-Boehm, Berry & Showalter, 2001; Lam et al., 2007; McNeill et 
al., 2013; Lindell & Whitney, 2000; Mulilis & Duval, 1997).  Disaster researchers 
understand future thinking may not be “accurate” but are beneficial to understanding 
personal beliefs and decision-making.  This study builds on previous future-oriented 
research by asking participants to anticipate their recovery actions in a fictional disaster 
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scenario, and in doing so, contributed to the ongoing academic discourse about recovery 
behavior.   
Future Research 
While this study discovered insights about the way participants conceptualize 
government disaster assistance, additional research is needed.  Since this study 
unexpectedly found participants’ had modest expectations of government disaster 
assistance, it is important to continue to explore Schneider’s (2011) “expectation gap.”  
The unexpected findings are an indicator of the complexity of the topic which would 
benefit from further investigation.  Participants framed their expectations using perceived 
responsibilities across several interdependent entities, with government assistance as only 
one element of a larger whole.  Future studies to explore the relationships across shared 
responsibilities in the pre- and post-disaster timeframes would be especially useful in 
understanding expectations of government.  For example, individuals’ may believe 
government and private sector disaster activities are closely aligned and coordinated, 
which skews their perception of how response and recovery operations unfold.  
 Since this study approached the topic using a phenomenological posture, the 
interview questions were broad to facilitate a holistic account of the participants’ lived 
experiences.  The study used the most general concepts of government disaster assistance 
to ensure nothing was unwittingly left out; however, additional research is needed with 
more specificity.  Other researchers have explored perceived responsibility for particular 
hazards, like floods (Box et al., 2013; Terpstra & Gutteling, 2008; Blanchard-Boehm, 
Berry & Showalter, 2001) and wildfire (McNeill et al., 2013; Howard et al., 2017).  This 
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line of research would be valuable applied to other natural and human-induced hazards as 
well. The exploration of perceived responsibility is especially interesting when 
considering technological disasters (Miller, 2016; Hans, Nigg & D’Souza, 1994; 
Wachinger et al., 2010; Slovic, 2013; Covello, 1989), since my participants indicated 
fault and blame were closely tied to perceived responsibility.   Furthermore, investigation 
into the relationship between perceived responsibilities and expectations, both natural and 
human-induced hazards, and pre-and post-disaster behavior would be ideal.  Evacuation, 
preparedness, and hazard adjustment behavior are all seemingly influenced by perceived 
roles and responsibilities (Paton, 2019; Lechowska, 2018; Lindell & Whitney, 2000; 
McNeill et al., 2013), but more research is needed.   
 The element of unfamiliarity was central to this study; none of the participants 
had experience with applying or receiving government disaster assistance.  Additional 
research exploring this element of unfamiliarity versus familiarity would be helpful, 
particularly in identifying how participants use their new-found knowledge to form and 
modify their expectations.  A follow up study with participants who became familiar with 
government disaster assistance (similar to Rivera’s (2016) study on Hurricane Sandy 
survivors) to gauge changes in their beliefs would be illuminating.  Additionally, since 
this study’s sample was primarily from one geographic region without a historically high 
number of disasters, it would be valuable to speak with participants in different 
geographic locations.  Proximity and familiarity with both hazards and government 
activities have already been explored in other studies (Wachinger et al., 2013; Paek et al., 
2010), but adding the additional dimensions of expectations and perceived 
responsibilities would further our overall understanding of this topic.  For example, this 
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study could be augmented with disaster assistance employees, both public and non-profit, 
to explore and compare their perceptions of government disaster assistance.   
One of the most intriguing elements of this study was the way participants 
retrieved and used memories of disaster images from media when answering questions.  
Additional research about media coverage during disasters and the effect of disaster 
images is always needed, but the influence of disaster images on perceptions of 
government is understudied.  Researchers (Houston et al., 2018; Parks & Walker, 2020; 
Jones et al., 2016) have studied this topic to varying degrees, but it is worth more 
investigation especially as Schneider (2011) emphasizes the role disaster media images 
play in expectation development.  The participants in this study used disaster images 
from media to formulate their opinions and bolster their beliefs, even when they had not 
experienced the disaster first-hand or had a personal connection to the incident.   
Finally, it is worth exploring the concept of “experience” in our research designs.  
Many preparedness and mitigation studies appropriately use experience as a variable 
(Dillon, Tinsley & Burs, 2014; Wachinger et al., 2013; DeYoung & Peters, 2016; Shaw 
et al., 2004) and the link between experience and preparedness, mitigation, and risk 
perception is well-researched.  However, this study showed individuals use vicarious 
experiences to anticipate the future; perhaps not in the same way as direct experiences, 
but enough for there to be a connection.  It would be worthwhile to build on the work of 
Becker et al. (2017) to explore the way vicarious experiences – via friends, family, or the 




In the days leading up to Hurricane Dorian’s landfall, former FEMA 
Administrator Brock Long told a CBS reporter, “FEMA faces unrealistic expectations by 
Congress and the American public” (Montoya-Galvez, 2019) which perfectly reflects the 
practitioner’s perspective of Schneider’s (2011) “expectation gap.”  For many 
practitioners, stakeholders do not understand the role of U.S. emergency management, its 
processes and its legal authorities, and their expectations must be proactively managed.  
A quick Google search of the phrase “manage expectations” provides dozens of disaster 
planning documents from all levels of government (examples: National Governor’s 
Association, 2007; Snohomish County, 2016; FEMA, 2019; FEMA 2016;) encouraging 
practitioners to educate the public about what the government will and will not do during 
a disaster.   
The intention of “managing expectations” is to bring outsized, unrealistic 
expectations into alignment with reality.  Practitioners attempt to manage expectations 
through information campaigns and education about roles and responsibilities (Trainor & 
Stubbio, 2014). This practice is worthwhile and should be a part of any preparedness 
effort.  Individuals, households, and communities must have a clear understanding of 
what government will do during a disaster, so they can prepare accordingly.  Practitioners 
are right to believe the vast majority of the U.S. population (and perhaps Congress, too) 
misunderstands emergency management and every effort should be made to clarify roles, 
responsibilities, and processes (Trainor & Stubbio, 2014).  If expectations are too high 
and, if those high expectations influence disaster decision-making, it is particularly 
important to lower them.     
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 In this study, however, the participants expressed low expectations of government 
disaster assistance.  They were pessimistic about its delivery and the amount of assistance 
available.  In a few instances, participants said they expected activities beyond standard 
practice (like FEMA officials conducting wellness checks after a disaster), but 
overwhelmingly, the expectations were modest.  It is possible my population sample 
deviates from the norm; however, it is more likely the participants are expressing 
opinions many others share.  So, if expectations of government disaster assistance are 
already low, why do practitioners say we need to “manage” them?   
I believe when disaster survivors say their expectations are not met, they are 
expressing dissatisfaction with the system in general and the assistance in particular.  The 
problem facing practitioners is not that individuals have unrealistic expectations of 
government disaster assistance; the problem is with the delivery of government disaster 
assistance itself.  The “expectation gap” is not a gap in expectations; it is simply a 
different name for disappointment with the disaster assistance experience.  Federal 
government disaster assistance can be complicated to navigate in and of itself; when it is 
combined with state disaster assistance programs, the layers of bureaucracy, the required 
paperwork, the numerous deadlines, and the uncertainty of outcomes becomes 
overwhelmingly burdensome.   
 Fundamentally, the phrase “manage expectations” puts the onus on the disaster 
survivor to understand the U.S. emergency management system and the intricacies of 
government assistance programs.  I would caution the phrase allows practitioners to 
abdicate their responsibility to provide meaningful, effective disaster assistance by 
shifting the responsibility to the survivor for fully understanding bureaucratic processes.  
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In its darkest interpretation, “managing expectations” is code for suggesting that the 
survivor’s dissatisfaction is unrealistic, irrational, and not to be taken seriously.  
Survivors want “too much,” so their expectations of what the government will provide is 
outsized and dismissible.   
Our focus as practitioners should be the creation and delivery of assistance 
programs that fit the needs of disaster survivors, rather than expecting the survivors’ 
experience conform to our programs. Right now, survivors are expected to navigate 
multiple government programs concurrently and make significant decisions about their 
future amid personal loss. I have never met a practitioner who does not want to see 
changes to our current processes and improve the survivor experience.  Those who devote 
their livelihoods to government disaster assistance programs are keenly aware of its 
shortfalls but are hampered by legacy decisions as well as regulatory and statutory 
parameters.  The primary federal government disaster assistance programs – from FEMA, 
SBA, and CDBG-DR – are governed by separate organizations and agencies, all of which 
have their own Congressional appropriators, authorizers, and political appointees.  In an 
ideal world, these agencies would provide a synchronized, whole-of-government 
assistance platform that allows for seamless, easy-to-navigate support for survivors.  
However, transitioning from the status quo of program-specific assistance to a holistic 
assistance process will take a considerable paradigm shift and substantial political will.  
An integrated, whole-of-government approach should be our aspiration but, in the 
meantime, practitioners should seek out every opportunity to improve and simplify their 
programs. Further, consideration towards the shared responsibilities across the 
government, private sector, non-profit organizations, and the individual should be 
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paramount when delivering assistance, since the survivor is dependent on numerous 
actors – not just the government – to make recovery decisions.       
Conclusion 
 The purpose of this study was to explore individuals’ expectations of government 
disaster assistance.  Using a phenomenological approach, I interviewed 24 participants 
who were unfamiliar with government disaster assistance and asked them questions about 
their experiences and beliefs using fictional vignettes.  I found participants expect the 
government to provide disaster assistance to those in need, especially to individuals with 
low-income.  Participants expect the assistance to be overly bureaucratic, but recognize 
certain bureaucratic procedures are necessary for a fair distribution. When exploring why 
participants held these expectations, I found that expectations are formed using direct and 
vicarious experiences, as well as perceived responsibility.  Participants rely on their 
beliefs about the role of government and their level of trust in government to make 
judgements about what the government will do and should do during a disaster event.   
 My findings generally support the current disaster literature; however, there were 
unexpected insights.  The participants’ expectations of an unfamiliar concept like 
government disaster assistance were based primarily on perceived responsibilities and 
vicarious experiences.  The expectations conveyed were generally modest and not out of 
sync with current governmental processes.  The participants’ expectations were also 
interwoven with the anticipation of shared responsibilities across a number of actors.  
These insights pave the way for additional studies about perceived and shared 
responsibility, as well as how unfamiliarity shapes pre-disaster behavior.  This study’s 
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results can be used to further explore government assistance and household behavior to 
enhance our understanding of the role expectations play in decision-making before, 
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EXAMPLE PARTICIPANT FOLLOW UP EMAIL 
 
Dear [participant], 
Thank you so much for your interest in participating in my dissertation project!  I 
appreciate your willingness to help me.   
About this Project:  Participating in this study means answering questions about your 
thoughts and opinions during 30-60 minute in-person interview.  The questions will be 
about disasters, but you do not need to have any special knowledge or experiences.  First, 
I will ask questions about living in Parkfairfax; then, I’ll walk through several fictional 
scenarios and ask what you’d do/think/feel during each.  The interview will be audio 
recorded, but your privacy will be protected.  (I don’t really ask any personal questions, 
but your name and identifying information will be removed from all 
transcripts/documents.)  In compensation for your time, you will receive a $10 gift 
certificate to Amazon.com.  I am happy to answer any questions you may have! 
Next steps:  If you’d like to participate in an interview, first I would need to know where 
you would like to meet.  I can go wherever is most convenient to you.  In the past, I’ve 
done the interviews at a café (like Best Buns – The Carlisle), a restaurant, or the seating 
area at a grocery store.  Just let me know what you’d prefer. 
Second, let me know when is a good time for you.  I am available to meet you after 2pm 
any day between Wednesday, January 1 and Sunday, January 5.  If those dates/times do 
not work for you, just let me know and I can work with your schedule.  I’m also available 
the weekend of Jan 11-12. 
That’s it!  If you tell me the location and the time, I’ll respond with a confirmation email 
and meet you there.  And, you’ll have my wholehearted appreciation for helping me with 
























Expectations and Disaster Assistance  
INTERVIEW GUIDE 
 
















 How many people live in your household? 
 What is your age? 
 What is your profession? 
 What is your gender? 




1) How long have you lived here (in this community)?  What’s it like to live here? 
Have you heard about your community experiencing a disaster before?   
2) In your lifetime, have you personally experienced a disaster?  Can you tell me 




Script:  In order to ask you more questions, I’d like to hear your thoughts and 
feelings about a fictional scenario where you and your family experience a 
hurricane. I’m going to walk you through this in stages, from when you learn the 
event is coming to your recovery from said event. When I read parts of the story, 
I’d like you to imagine you’re experiencing the scenario and share how you think 
you would feel, what actions you think you would take, and what you’d expect 
the government to do in said scenario.   
 
Vignette 1:  You hear a hurricane warning has been issued for your community.  
It sounds like it will be a powerful storm that could produce a lot of damage.  It is 
forecasted to make landfall and will impact your neighborhood within the next 24 
hours.   
 
1) What are some things you would do before the hurricane arrives?   
2) What do you expect the government would be doing before the hurricane 
arrives?   
 
Vignette 2:  Let’s imagine that you evacuated, the hurricane struck, and your 
family is safe, but your home has suffered some damage.  It’s livable, but there’s 
enough damage you’ll need to do some home repairs.  There is debris all over the 
streets and some buildings in town are severely damaged.   
 
1) What do you think you would do when you returned to your damaged 
home?   
2) How would you get your home repaired?  Do you believe insurance would 
cover your losses? 
3) What kinds of things would the government do during this time?  What 
kinds of resources would you expect to have access to? 
 
Vignette 3:  Let’s say, instead of your home only getting slightly damaged, it is 
completely destroyed.  You and your family are safe, but you must find 
somewhere else to stay for a while.  Many other homes in your neighborhood 
178 
 
were also destroyed.  The American Red Cross has opened a shelter in town and 
the Governor stopped by to see the damage.   
 
1) After figuring out you lost your home, what would be your next step?   
2) Where would you go? 
3) Would you ask for assistance?  From where?  Why or why not? Do you 
believe insurance would cover your losses? 
4) What do you expect the government to do in this scenario?  How should 
the government help?  What kinds of resources would you expect to have 
access to?   
 
Vignette 4:  Now imagine after the hurricane struck. Your home was largely 
undamaged, but your neighbor’s home was completely destroyed, along with 
many other homes in town.   
 
1) What types of things would you encourage your neighbor to do? 
2) What types of government assistance would you encourage your neighbor 
to apply for?   
3) How do you think the government should help your neighbor?   
 
Vignette 5:  Let’s say in one of the scenarios where either you or neighbor had 
their home destroyed.  You heard on the news that FEMA may provide resources 
to help.   
 
1) Would you ask for assistance from FEMA?  Would you encourage your 
neighbor to call FEMA? 
2) Have you heard about FEMA or other government disaster assistance?  
What do you know about it? 
3) What kinds of assistance do you think FEMA would provide?  How much 
assistance do you believe FEMA will offer?  How would it be provided? 






1) Do you trust the government to help you during a future disaster if you 
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